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Synopsis
James was woken up by the feeling of his insides being shredded. His chest hurt, stung and ached. His hips felt like they were being twisted and sculpted from within.

When morning comes around, he wakes up in a body that doesn't feel like his. In a desperate attempt to figure things out, he calls his ex-best friend Katie to help him understand what is happening to him and maybe reconcile the friendship they destroyed.

Content warnings for depictions of extreme gender dysphoria. Some transphobia. Themes of depression.
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James was woken up by the feeling of his insides being shredded. His chest hurt, stung and ached. His hips felt like they were being twisted and sculpted from within. There was a pain that he thought near impossible to describe; it was kind of like being kicked in the balls, only the pain moved from his crotch to his midsection, becoming more intense as time went on. It seemed like it would never end. He laid there paralyzed by the intense pain running through his body until it suddenly stopped. He was left unable to move, exhausted from an experience he didn't understand. He wished he knew what had happened. But before he could try to comprehend it, he had already fallen back asleep.

Eyes half-closed, he walked to the bathroom, forgetting about the pain of last night. As with each morning, he needed to pee. He stood in front of the toilet as usual. Only, unlike other mornings he had experienced, when he began to get his penis out he found it was absent. He began to properly wake up. It couldn't just be gone, right? He patted down his crotch, yet he couldn't find it. How could someone lose their dick? He looked down where it used to be and was shocked to find something completely different. His eyes darted away and he ran straight to the mirror. 

The girl that stared back at him was quite pretty. Her long black hair was the same colour as his; her eyes had the same green-blue shift that his had; and she wore the same shirt; as well as the same boxers he had gone to sleep in. She was the spitting image of James, like some long-lost twin sister. He touched his face and she mirrored him; his skin felt softer; the sideburns he'd worked at growing for so long had disappeared; he couldn't feel the rough stubble he was accustomed to on his chin.

Reluctantly, he looked at her body; her figure was what he would consider boyish, which in this situation he thought was a plus. Her chest ruined her androgyny, though. She couldn't be him.

He got closer to the mirror and began examining her face; there was no trace of the facial hair. Her eyebrows arched and were thinner, and her lips were a slightly darker shade of pink. 

He looked at the hair that had begun to cover his eyes as he stared into the reflection. Her hair was longer than his had ever been. He tugged it and felt the pull at his scalp. 

It was undeniable that he was the girl in the mirror. Despite his better judgement, he looked down at what should have been a flat chest, and his suspicions were confirmed; he had boobs, small ones but they were still there. The kind he saw when he was home alone on the computer. Instead of excitement, he felt fear. This wasn't his body. This couldn't be his body. Yet somehow he was inhabiting it. 

He left the bathroom even though his bladder still felt like it was going to burst. He climbed back into bed and tried to fall asleep, tried to wake himself up from this nightmare he was convinced he was in. He wanted his body back, with its patchy sideburns, flat chest and correct set of genitalia.

But he couldn't sleep; not in his current state. Regardless of whether he had the right set down there, he still had to go. 

He forced himself onto the toilet and tried to go. He tried to distract himself by thinking about anything else. He thought about his favourite games and his friend Nick who he played them with. He thought about the great plays from the night before and how they worked as a team. He thought about how his friends would react if they found out he was now a girl; he wondered if he'd still be able to be friends with his school group. He thought about how thoroughly his life was going to fall apart if things didn’t return to normal. He got up, washed his hands and made sure not to look in the mirror. He climbed into bed and tried not to think about his breath speeding up, or how his chest felt so heavy, or about what might happen if he couldn’t get back to his body.

He was woken by his phone's alarm. He had hoped that everything earlier had just been a dream, but in looking down at the masses on his chest, his hope was blown away. Everything felt so wrong. He'd been asked the question of what he would do if this happened, and like most guys, he'd said the normal pervert shit. But now that it had actually happened he felt disgusted by the thought of even trying to touch this body. 

It was nearly impossible for him to calm down, but he had to focus. There was no natural way this could have happened, at least he knew that much. Maybe he'd been a girl his whole life and simply remembered everything wrong. Maybe he only thought he was a man. Being psychologically unsound sounded a lot more plausible than "I'm suddenly a girl now". He left his room in his pyjamas, and began looking for evidence of his manliness; he stared at the photos on the in the hallway. They were just how he remembered them; him sitting on Santa's lap, and his old school photos both showed him as a guy. He walked down the hallway until he got to his most recent photo, him at the year 10 formal, in a tux and with his patchy facial hair. He did have a male body up until yesterday, that was true. Only two options remained:


	 His body hadn't changed, and he was hallucinating.

	 His body had truly changed.



Someone needed to confirm one way or the other for him. James tried digging through the internet for any cases where either of those things happened, but his searches came up blank. 

He was alone.

It was good his mother wasn't home; if he had changed, he could hide it from her. On the other hand, she couldn't help him if she wasn’t there. He looked at the pictures from when he was a little boy. How could all of that have led to this? He looked at the people surrounding him in the photos; would they treat him differently? Would they even recognise him?

James' eyes focused on the child standing next to him in one of his earliest photos; he must have been around five or six in it. The kid was shorter than him, chubbier and wearing a princess dress and glasses. James remembered him; how he used to insist on being a princess and how James' little mind never used to question it. The boy and he used to be inseparable when they were younger; they used to hang out at each other's houses, and have sleepovers. His friend had seemingly forgotten all about wanting to be a princess. Until they entered year 10 and the short chubby boy had cut him off before deciding he wanted to be a princess again. 

Asking was a long shot, but if anyone could understand this at all it was probably Kieran.
Unexpected call.


[image: ]


DetectiveRed




 Once again thanks to Trismegistus Shandy links to their work are here:

https://www.tgstorytime.com/viewuser.php?uid=8445

https://bigclosetr.us/topshelf/book/30192/trismegistus-shandy






The call caught Katie by surprise. Before they’d stopped being friends, James had called so little that she forgot she had his number. It was more surprising to hear a prepubescent voice on the other end; she knew James' voice, it was the one that stuck in her head every time he spat his toxic words at her. But this voice was that of a twelve-year-old or a teenage girl, not the voice of the edgelord she knew.

"Kieran, you need to come over right now. I know we aren't friends anymore, but I think you're the only one that might have a clue of what to do?" It was James, except his usual deadnaming didn't have its usual venom behind it. Maybe it was the desperate way he said it or the shakiness in his voice; like he was calling out to who she used to be, instead of trying to hurt her. She couldn't help but feel concerned.

"What's going on? Why are you calling me? You've made it pretty clear you hate me."

She remembered how his friends laughed at her at the beginning of the day when the teacher wasn't looking. How he would try and get her to react to Kieran to try and prove that she was still him. How he'd sit back and agree with his friend Ben when he went on his transphobic rants about whatever latest news came out about people like her. 

"Kieran, please, I need help and there is no one else I can ask." His voice seemed to be getting shakier and more desperate; she couldn't even bring herself to be mad at him for continuing with the deadnaming.

"What is it?"

"You need to come over, you wouldn't believe me if I told you."

As much as she was mad at him for what he had done, she couldn't leave him. For him to call her while sounding like that? She could fully believe she was his only choice.

"Kieran, I can't, I can't tell anyone else about this." 

She had to go see him.

"Do you still live in the same place?"

"Yes."

"I'm on my way, just hang in there."

"Thank you."
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 Deadnaming is the act of calling someone by their old name or deadname; Katie's deadname is Kieran



Reunion
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It had been two years since she had been at James' house, yet it still felt comforting to be there again. When she was younger, she’d spent almost as much time at his house as she did at home. Despite the comforting familiarity, she couldn't help but think about why she had stopped going there; she’d realised what was wrong with her and who she was. It had taken away her best friend and her second home. She’d had to distance herself from him, she’d heard what James’ mum thought about people like her; she’d heard what James thought about people like her. She’d cut him off before she could come out; ending it on her terms seemed like it would hurt less. She knew it would be the end of ten years of friendship. All because she wasn't a little boy anymore. 

The thought of seeing James again at his home was terrifying; seeing him at school was enough. Yesterday’s taunts and jabs had left her wanting to cry in the bathroom while she waited for him to finally forget about her very existence. He made her wish that James forgot she existed. She wished he understood how much she was hurting.

She knocked and heard the door unlock. She only got a glimpse of the black-haired girl who had opened the door before she was grabbed by her arm and pulled inside. The girl looked through the peephole in the door as if making sure no one else had seen her. 

"Kieran, you came." She sounded relieved.

It was the same voice from the phone. She was surprised to hear that name from them.

"James?" she asked.

"Who else would it be?"

"Is this a joke? Are you wearing a wig or something"

The possibility of this being some stupid prank made her want to scream. Of course, he would do this, get her to respond to her deadname, drag her to where they used to play. A wig, some makeup and he would have all the ingredients for a pretty great "make fun of Katie" party. She was surprised Ben and Lachlan weren't with him.

"You think I would call you over for a joke? I'm fucking terrified!"

He was chuckling nervously; whatever was going on had him shaken. He dragged her into the lounge room where they used to have sleepovers and watch movies. He sat down on the couch and gestured to her to do the same.

"Something’s happened. I don't understand it." He sounded serious. "I don't know what happened; I was just trying to fucking sleep when suddenly I was in so much pain and couldn't move. Then I woke up like this." He gestured generally at his body; his hands moved like they didn't know what to highlight.

"And? What does that have to do with a wig?"

"It's not a wig! I woke up and all of it was just... there." She could almost believe he was genuine in his confusion. His eyes were the same eyes of the guy she used to play with when she was younger and he spoke to her like she was still his best friend. She still couldn't let go of her scepticism, though; he had been so horrible before, he had used her old friendship with him as a weapon against her before, she wouldn't let him do it again. He grabbed her arm and pulled her hand next to his flowing hair.

"If you don't believe me, pull it."

She touched his hair; the ends of a lot of it were greasy like they hadn't been washed in a couple of days. As she moved up, though, it became softer and cleaner. If this was a wig it was a quality one. She took a few strands in her hand and tugged. James let out a yelp as he moved his head in response. It was real hair. She felt oddly jealous of how long and beautiful it was. She was jealous of how much it had grown in such a small amount of time while hers had stayed around her ears for months now.

James grabbed at two lumps on his chest that she hadn't noticed. It seemed like he was checking if they were still there.

"I also have these."

"You have to be joking." Katie had seen weird stuff before; tables and chairs moving on their own, objects seemingly coming from nowhere and hitting assholes in the head, random food appearing in people's bags, but this was next level nuts.

James pulled up his shirt revealing two very normal boobs that hadn't been there the day before. 

"I'm serious.  Please, I need you to believe me, I don't know what's happened."

It was insane to think that this was the same guy that had called her a tranny yesterday. It wasn't just his body that was different; he’d called her for help, and his usual snark and wit were absent. He sounded genuinely scared like he still couldn't believe what had happened. She had to help, and she needed to understand.

"How much has changed?" 

"Everything, god, even it's gone, dude." He looked down at his crotch as if to emphasise what had gone missing. Katie got the memo.

She was ashamed to admit she was jealous; her ex-best friend was suffering and all she could think about is how she had prayed for that to happen to her. She was almost mad at him for having this happen to him; this was a dream come true and of course, it went to the guy who had made her never want to go to school again. 

She looked back at James; the defeated expression on his face snapped her back to reality. He was hurting, and she was the only one that could help.

"I don't how deeply things have changed, but last night the pain was indescribable.  It sank so deep into me. Parts of my body I didn't know could hurt felt like they were gonna kill me; I think I might be a girl, dude." He looked at his body despairingly. She knew how that felt.

"What do you need me to do?" she asked.

He looked at his hands in his lap.

"I don't... I don't know." His already despairing voice was shaking. 

She could see his tears begin to fall.
Crying is Bullshit
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It had been years since he had last cried. Crying was something guys just didn't do, couldn't do. He had lost his best friend without a single tear. He had watched Titanic, and no tears came. Family members had passed away and he still couldn't cry. He hadn't felt like he needed to. Yet here he was, trying to avoid eye contact with his ex-best friend as he tried to choke back his sobbing. 

He couldn't even place what had triggered it; sure, the confirmation that this had really happened was a wake-up call, and he had just referred to himself as a girl for the first time and it felt like everything in the first sixteen years of his life had been a lie. He thought he should be able to handle that. He was a man regardless of what had happened to his body, regardless of how scared he was of losing himself.

"I hoped you, you might know something, anything, because of your whole trans gendered thing?"

Kieran seemed to look at him with pity. He guessed in this situation that might be the best he could ask for. If Kieran had a chance of understanding this situation, then the hits to his pride wouldn't matter. 

"Kieran, I can't go to anyone else about this. Ben and Lachlan wouldn't understand and I don't even know how Nick would react."

He could practically hear Ben mocking him. James imagined Ben talking about him like he talked about the girls in their class, or worse, how he talked about Kieran. James wasn't sure if he could stomach getting laughed at, or worse, getting flirted with. He didn’t know what he had done to deserve this.

"I-I don't know what could have happened." 

Kieran grabbed his hand and tried to calm him.

"I'm not sure what I can do. This is just unbelievable. Have you eaten anything?”

He hadn’t thought about eating since he had noticed his body. Adrenaline had taken hold; it was hard to have an appetite while panicking. The suggestion of food brought the massive hunger he had been feeling to his attention. Kieran had calmed him down enough that he felt like he could eat.

"I haven't had the chance, I found this out, and then I tried to sort it out my own but I couldn't and then I called you. I’m so hungry.”

"Okay, I'll go get you something. Any requests?" It was a weird thought, but if Kieran had this happen to him, he would make an amazing mum.

“Can you bring me the entire kitchen?” he groaned.

James turned on the TV to help him calm down. His tears began to subside, and he began to try and process what was going on again. His emotions weren't something other people should have to deal with. They were not something he would usually let others deal with, and yet Kieran listened to him, allowed him to cry and process this without mockery. It confused him. They hadn't properly talked in months. He didn’t understand why Kieran would do this for him. Whatever the reason, he was grateful. He still couldn't understand why he had suddenly started crying. Why did it only start when he was with Kieran? He had felt worse earlier when he had first noticed these changes, so why had he only cried in front of Kieran?

Sitting there with his ex-best friend in the other room, while Saturday morning cartoons played in the background, took him back to when they were kids. Kieran always had insisted on making them both breakfasts, since James almost set fire to the house whilst he tried to make toast. He was tempted to drag Kieran back into the room and turn on one of the classic movies they had loved watching when they were younger. 

The smell of toast and eggs filled the air; it was nostalgic. Kieran had always made the best eggs. He faintly heard the grinding of peppercorn and Kieran finally came back into the room, holding a plate of eggs for them both.

"Hope you don't mind I stole some toast," he said. Kieran sounded cuter than he used to.

"Thanks, dude."

"You feeling any better?"  he asked.

Trying to respond to a question like that would usually prompt an 'I'm fine' or a simple 'yes'. He knew those answers weren’t true, but he wanted to say them and move on. However, around Kieran, he felt like he owed more despite not knowing what more was. He didn’t know how to say what he was feeling. Everything still felt wrong. His body was wrong. His emotions were all over the place, but at least now he wasn't alone.

"I'm feeling a little better. I’m still hungry, though."

“Seems like you still have a boy’s appetite then,” Kieran teased.

He wanted to thank Kieran for coming over; having his oldest friend with him was comforting, despite all the transgender stuff that had come between them. They ate quietly as they watched cheesy cartoons. James knew they would never be as good as the ones they watched when they were little; he wished that he still had the old tapes they used to watch. Regardless, just sitting there with his friend cleared James' head of all thoughts regarding his body changing. Without Kieran there, he wouldn't have been able to be that calm.

Unfortunately, he knew things needed to start changing. He had to ask what to do. He needed some ideas, anything that could maybe let him be normal again.

"Kieran, if I'm a girl, like, really a girl..." He noticed Kieran's shudder but tried to ignore it. It was hard enough to process the thought he might be a girl without also worrying about Kieran's name and his problems. "What do I do?"

"Depends, do you wanna be a girl?" It was hard to tell if he was serious. James knew he didn't want to be a girl. It was the one thing he had been sure of. The question was so stupid to him that it barely merited an answer. He was a dude he had always been a dude and he didn't want that to change.

"Kieran--” 

“Can you please stop calling me that!” Kieran snapped.

“Whatever! You’ve known me longer than anyone. If I wanted to be a girl, wouldn’t you know?"  

“You certainly didn’t know when you were mocking other trans people in front of me.” 

James felt like he should back down. He had never really thought about what he had said before Kieran had cut him off. He felt guilty for putting Kieran through that. Was that why Kieran had been replaced by Katie? He didn’t want Katie with him; he wanted Kieran. He was never friends with Katie. 

He needed Kieran, not the thing that replaced him and then acted as if they had never been friends. He needed his friend. Even though he had called him because he needed information from Katie. Katie had dealt with gender long before James had; if anyone could help him, it was her. He needed both Katie and Kieran right now.  He knew he couldn’t keep calling them Kieran. He knew they would leave if he kept doing that, but he couldn’t call them Katie. Katie was someone he didn’t know and the face comforting him was that of his friend Kieran. Kieran was a guy. He couldn’t risk losing them.

"How about I call you K?"

They shrugged and released a sigh.

"It's better than Kieran."

"Okay, K, then now that you’re done focusing on yourself," K rolled their eyes, "what do I do?"

They paused to think to themselves.

"We should probably get a doctor to have a look at you, not just about being a girl. I didn’t notice until I got a proper look, but you look sickly. After that, we can try making you look more like your usual self." 

“Could you also make more food?” he asked half-jokingly.

They grabbed his phone from the bench and handed it to him. Doctors appointments were usually something his mum had booked for him. It was nerve-racking doing it for himself, especially when it was about this issue. 

"Hello, Ashland Medical. How can I help you?"

"Hello, I'd -- uh, like to book an emergency appointment with my usual doctor. Something, I guess, really intense has come up and I need to see her about it."

"Okay, Ma'am, and what's your full name and date of birth?" His soul felt like it had been ripped from his body; being mistaken for a woman was something that had never happened to him before. It was shocking how much it hurt. He was ready to cry but knew he needed to keep those tears in. It would only hurt more if she heard him sobbing.

"J-James Wright, the 17th of January 2004..."

"Jane Wright? We don’t seem to have you in our system?" He hated that he could hear himself speak. He wanted to believe that she'd just misheard his name, but he couldn't believe that; not when his voice sounded so high, so disgustingly pretty.

"It's James Wright."

"Oh sorry, James."

The rest of the call was a blur. He focused on trying to keep himself from panicking.

"Your appointment is booked for twelve p.m. tomorrow. Have a nice day!"

He wished he never had to do that again. This fear was something he shouldn't have to worry about. This shouldn't happen to someone like him; he was normal. What had he done to deserve this? His voice shouldn't be like this. His body shouldn't be like this. Why couldn’t this have happened to K or anyone else, maybe someone who would want it? The urge to let out the tears that had been welling up was frustrating. Was it his body making him more likely to cry?

"I'll get Mum to drive you there tomorrow and then we can try to get you back to normal. For now, just stay put, I guess. Is there anything else I can do to help before I go? I want to go home and sleep."

The thought of K leaving was something he didn't want to think about. After what had happened with the lady on the phone, he felt so wrong, so different from how he had ever felt before. Like a fundamental piece of him was gone. He needed someone with him if something changed and more importantly, he didn’t want to be alone.

"I know this is a lot to ask, but I don't want to be alone if anything else happens; would you mind staying the night? I can set you up in my bed and I'll sleep out here if you want. This is all just really--" Terrifying? Confusing? Scary? All those words had described how he was feeling. 

"Weird."
6 Months of Shit and Now This?
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In only a couple of hours, she had made more progress with James than she had in the entire six months she had been out. They had talked more in those couple of hours than they had in six months. After the deadnaming had stopped, he hadn’t been too bad.

"If you call me by my deadname, I’m leaving, but I can’t leave you like this." She smiled at him reassuringly. She would be lying if she said she hadn’t been tempted to leave him. He had put her through hell at school, but she still remembered their friendship, and despite being the one who ended it, she did miss him.

The look on his face assured her this was the right decision; seeing even just a tiny bit of the fear he had been holding slip away was worth having to stay with him for the night. She thought she might even be able to patch things up. 

Outside of his situation, she wasn't sure what to talk about. She didn't think so little time would have created a divide so great. They ended up where they’d started, watching bad cartoons on the couch. The silence wasn't as awkward as she thought it might be, but part of her wanted to break it. She wanted to know what he had been doing the last six months aside from harassing her. She wanted to know why he was harassing her. She wanted to know if he cared about what she had been doing. 

"How have things been, aside from -- you know?" She looked him up and down. "-- that."

He looked confused as to why she had interrupted his intent cartoon-watching, yet replied regardless. 

"Uhh, I've been okay, I guess. I've been mostly just hanging out with the guys."

She looked at him and tried to pull her best "really" face; he was not getting away with saying so little. She wanted to know what made him do the things he did. It seemed to work.

"Ben's basically like he always is, being an edgelord and trying to get with girls; it's pretty entertaining to watch if I'm honest. Lachie's watching the same big titty anime waifus he always talks about, and Nick is just Nick." A look of confusion flashed on his face like he couldn't find the right words to talk about his one decent friend. "He still gets a lot of shit from the other two for caring too much. He's even tried to get us to stop, you know…” He pulled his hands out of his pockets and made an air-quotes gesture as he said, “...talking to you."

The way he said “talking” made her want to slap him. He and his friends had actively tried to make her life painful, and he called that "talking." Was he so dense that he couldn't see how badly he and his friends had hurt her? 

“You never talked to me, James, you just yelled at me from across the room. To talk to someone you actually have to approach them,” she snapped. It was at least comforting to hear she had on ally outside her friends. Nick had always treated her with respect. She had only talked to him a handful of times, and each time she couldn’t help but wonder why he was friends with the other three.

James sat stared at his lap silently. She couldn’t tell what he was feeling. 

"What have you been doing?" he asked meekly. She almost felt bad for getting mad at him. He looked so weak, his voice was so small, a far cry from the voice he had used mockery of her. He looked vulnerable, the same way he’d looked when his mother had scolded him for befriending her when they were little. She decided to move on. She refused to feel bad for being angry at him.

She wasn’t sure whether he had asked because he wanted to know or to change the subject. Her mind buzzed with things to tell him; she could tell him about Adam, or the mystery hunting or maybe even confront him further on how he had made her life a living hell! She thought it was probably best to keep it simple.

"I have been more me, I guess, for probably the first time since we were kids." 

The memories of when she used to play as his princess came to her mind. It was always James pretending to be a prince and back then he treated her like she was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. They were just kids then but she guessed that she wanted him to remember those times too. She wanted him to remember that they were friends even when she wasn’t pretending to be a boy. 

"I've been hanging out with Adam a lot, though; he sometimes helps me look around the school when something weird seems to be going on.  We're like Velma and Shaggy, I guess?" She figured James’ situation would be her next mystery to solve. 

"I thought you would want to be Daphne and Fred." He was still trying to to be playful through his quietness. She was glad he was trying to actually talk to her. 

"I always liked Velma, though,” she giggled. “She’s smart, cute and she has super cute glasses. I wouldn’t mind dating Daphne, though.”

She wanted to laugh at how quickly the conversation had broken down into them joking about Scooby-Doo; the cartoons playing on the TV didn't help to resolve this. It was nice to feel like they were friends again, even if she did want to slap him occasionally.

An hour of cartoon-watching passed with only a couple of snide jabs from James at the ridiculous situations they watched play out. Each jab seemed to make him increasingly uncomfortable. Eventually, he turned off the TV and turned to Katie.

"K, is there anything we can do to make me look more like me?" he asked. 

"What do you mean? Do you want me to make you look like a boy?"

"Please, is there any way I might be able to look like a guy again, without having to leave the house?" He seemed desperate. 

She looked him up and down again.  The shirt he was wearing fit him well, which in this case wasn't a good thing; it made it easy to notice the small lumps on his chest. His hair would also need to change; its length did nothing to highlight the masculinity that remained in his face. 

"I think we might be able to do something? Can you get your baggiest clothes for me and I’ll see what I can do?" 

She also asked him to get some hair ties and a hairbrush before she could begin. She hoped what she had in mind would be enough to make things at least a little better. If he was feeling dysphoria, she wanted to alleviate it as much as possible.

"You're not going to use this to do, like a makeover on me, are you?" he asked nervously

"What do you think I'm going to be able to do with this stuff? I'd need a lot more than this to turn you into Cinderella," she laughed.

She rifled through the clothes she asked him to bring out and looked for whatever would cover him best. She then had him try them on to see how well they hid his figure. Most things that fit this description where hoodies and jumpers, but she did give him the occasional t-shirt to try on. Most of those seemed to drape over his chest instead of hiding it. He’d have to wear those under the hoodies, she decided.

They settled on a large green hoodie that covered up his body shape decently; she still wanted to get him something baggier, or maybe something to bind with. Next, she decided to try and do something with his hair; with the amount that he had, she felt like she could try anything, but still, she restrained herself. 

"How would you feel about a man bun?" She figured something like that would work with what he had, be gender-affirming and be humiliating all at the same time. Perfect.

"Just do it." 

After reading tutorial after tutorial, she had finally perfected his bun. His hairline had remained the same, which was a huge plus.  In the end, he looked like a thinner and more emo version of himself. If he put the hoodie up, it was unlikely anyone could tell his hair had changed at all. 

"I think that's all we can do for now? If you'd like I could message Adam; he might know more." 

"Just let me see how it looks."
Confusing Feelings, Confusing Body
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 The person in the mirror still wasn't him, but at least he couldn't tell they were a girl at first glance. His hair being tied up made it easier for him to get a look at his face. When he had first seen his face, he’d focused on what was missing and what had changed. Now that he looked without the lens of panic, his face was more androgynous than he had thought; it was bonier than usual, and his eyes seemed to be more sunken in. His hairline seemed to maintain some of its angularity. For now, he looked more sickly than girly. Even so, it was still frustrating that, no matter how much K changed his clothes, he couldn’t see his face in the mirror. His face was an androgynous husk. The only proof of his previous appearance, what he really was, was in the photos he rarely took. 

If he looked closer, he still noticed his chest poking out from under his hoodie; it was hardly noticeable, but it made him feel sick. He wanted to forget those things were there. He had even closed his eyes while he changed between different tops and hoodies to make sure he never saw them again. He never thought he would hate seeing a woman's chest, but when it was attached to him, all he could think about was removing it. Despite that, everything else made him feel more at home in his appearance: the way his body shape disappeared under the hoodie, the way his hair was tied up and hidden. It was similar to his normal style. It was comfortable.

"James, you alright?" 

K had changed how James looked so effortlessly; it was amazing he even came close to resembling his usual self after this curse, but they’d somehow managed it. He wanted to go out there and hug them. It was a relief to know he had them around to make him look more masculine.

"I'm fine." It still felt so awkward to be in this body, to hear this voice.

He had to get away from the mirror; despite the improvements to his appearance, it still hurt to see himself like this. 

K was waiting outside; it was nice to see a face that wasn't his.

"Are you feeling any better?"

"Yeah." He hadn't noticed how much deeper his voice had become when it dropped until it changed back. "But in your opinion, do I look like a loner teenage girl or a twelve-year-old boy?"

"You look fine, okay? Handsome even."

He often struggled to see K as a girl, but at that moment he couldn't see her as anything but, it was embarrassing. Her eyes seemed so kind and her cheeks were so full and soft looking. He had to turn away to hide his slight blush. He tried to remember that K wasn't a girl, despite how cute they looked right now. He tried to remember all the times they’d spent watching anime and cartoons; that was all Kieran, not Katie. He tried to remind himself they were the same person, yet now he could only see Katie, despite what he thought he believed.

"Are you sure you are alright, James? You seem a little out of it."

"I'm fine, Kay--" He stopped himself, the person in front of him was Kieran and only Kieran. Katie was just a girly part of Kieran, a mask they used to hide their true self. They always used to hide, why would they stop now? But still, they'd called him handsome; he felt relieved and flustered. A guy shouldn't be able to make him feel this way. 

"I'm fine,” he restarted his sentence. “Thanks for helping me with that." He didn't know what he would have done without them. Regardless of whether it was Katie or Kieran.

"You're welcome." 

The day went by uneventfully, all things considered.  It was odd how easily he forgot about how bizarre his situation was. In the end, he sat there in a girl’s body, wearing shorts and a hoodie, with his ex-best friend who was now a mix of a stranger and their old self, playing whatever games they could and trying to catch up on time they had lost. He didn't want the feeling of normalcy to leave, but every time he looked down or had to go to the toilet, he was reminded of how female he was.  

For dinner, James asked K to order pizza, while he set up the guest bed. After his last experience on the phone, he didn’t want to risk being called a girl again, not after he had spent the entire day trying to forget his issue. Even after a day of snacking, all he could think about was eating. He begged K to order the biggest, meatiest pizza available; she reluctantly agreed and rolled her beautiful eyes. He noticed he had begun to think about them as a girl again. He didn’t feel like he had the energy to think about it.

He offered his bed to K, who told him they didn’t want it. He thought it was odd that someone would refuse a bed over a mattress on the floor, but he didn't question it. He tried to set up the old mattress they kept in case of guests. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing, but it wasn’t awful. It had been a while since he had had a friend over. It sucked that it was under these conditions. 

K answered the door for pizza. James gave K the money but was still too scared to be seen by anyone. He felt like if he got called a girl to his face, he would probably break down crying. K sat on the bed he had set up in the lounge room and he sat on the couch behind her. They turned on the live-action Scooby-Doo movie and began eating their pizza. The large meat lover’s pizza he’d ordered looked like it would almost be enough food for him, and while K slowly ate their small garlic with cheese, James had almost eaten half of his huge pizza.

James noticed K had begun to drift off when they stopped making fun of the terrible acting in the movie. He realised how much he had been relying on them. Without them commenting on the movie, it couldn’t distract him enough. He was tired; the pizza he had just filled his body with had left him sleepy, yet he couldn’t stop thinking. His brain began going through every possible thought about his situation. 

Was it possible he would wake up and have his body back? If he slept, would he find out the last day had been a dream? If it was, then seeing K again wasn't real; how would he feel if that were true? How was he going to have to adapt to living as a girl? He had been a man all his life? Why couldn't this have happened to Katie? At least they would know what to do. How was he going to explain this to his mum? Would she accept it? Would she help him become a guy again?

It was overwhelming. He couldn't close his eyes, no matter how much they were drooping. He didn't want to imagine himself as a girl, he couldn't. He needed some of these questions answered. He needed to know if talking to K again was temporary.

"K if you're still awake, can I ask some questions?"

"Mmmhmmm?" they hummed sleepily

"If I'm stuck, will you help me learn to be a girl?" It hurt to ask, but K might be the only one who knew what it was like to go from being a guy to living as a girl, even if it had been less than perfect for them. 

"If that's what you want, then I can try. But I'm not sure you'll ever be a girl." They said it so matter-of-factly like she couldn’t think of him as a girl. 

"I have this body though. I might have to be one."

"James, that's not what I mean." It was like they knew something he didn’t. It was cryptic and annoyed him.

"Then what do you mean?" He snapped back.

"You didn't wish for this, did you?"

"Why would I wish for something like this?"

"Exactly, you don't want to be a girl. I'll explain tomorrow, but can we just watch this awful movie for now."

He had no idea what they were talking about. He couldn't be a man like this; he couldn't even look at his own body. He couldn't even do what most men would do in this situation and touch their new body.

Maybe it was worth trying to feel his body again. He started with the first big change; his chest. He couldn't bring himself to call them boobs, they were just his chest. He felt sick just thinking about touching them. He had avoided them all day because of how foreign the masses were, but he needed to properly confirm they were real. He put his hand on his chest and took a deep breath; they and his hand rose and fell with his breathing. They were real. He wanted to vomit, he wanted to rip them off, he wanted his old body back. He had wanted to touch boobs before, but all feeling them did was make him feel more emasculated and terrified than he already did.

Against his better judgement, he went to the bathroom and tried to mentally prepare himself for what he needed to check next. He reached down to his crotch. He expected his dick to be there; he thought he could feel it there, even after it had been gone all day. It took him touching the space where his dick used to be to confirm his feelings were wrong. Every logical part of him told him to pull his hand away now, but he had to feel it for himself.  

He knew he would have a vagina, it would have to be the case. He had to have used the toilet from somewhere but touching it for the first time while he was fully conscious made no sense to him. He leaned over the toilet bowl, unsure if he just felt sick or if he was going to throw up. This body made less sense to him the longer he inhabited it. What was he meant to do with this body? His entire body screamed that everything was wrong. 

He needed to sleep. He needed to wake up tomorrow in a body that fit him. He needed his body back.

He grabbed a blanket from his room and laid on the couch. He didn’t want to wake up alone that night.
James’ Nightmare.
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He was a guy again; he didn't remember how it had happened. It felt like he had awoken from a nightmare. All he knew was that he was at school talking to Ben. They were talking about games, as usual; no traces of the nightmare that was him being a girl remained. 

He must have fallen asleep in homeroom since Ben was there. He figured he hadn’t gotten much sleep last night and had napped in class. Looking around, he was able to see K. He wanted to talk to them; the nightmare made him realise how much he had missed them. He thought maybe it was time he tried to talk to them.

The first class passed by without incident. He couldn't remember what had been talked about; the class seemed to have been over before it had begun. He went to the library, as usual. Nick followed him there and talked about the latest game he was obsessed with while James listened. It was so nice to have this normalcy back. 

He sat down at his computer and began playing; lunch never seemed to end and they played together happily until K walked in. James was awful at reading others, but even he felt how much hatred was behind their eyes. He'd never seen that look on their face before. It was unnerving. He could only watch as she approached him.

"James, do you know how much I hate you?"

"What?" He was caught off guard.

"Why do you think I stopped talking to you?"

"Why are you saying this?" He knew the answer but the memories from his nightmare were still there. Just being able to be around K was nice, even if the circumstances were horrible. He almost wished he could go back to that nightmare.

"Why do you think? You treat me like shit. Why wouldn't I tell you?"

Before he could respond, he felt like he was pulled into the air. He looked down and saw his body, which had fallen off its chair. It was curled up in the fetal position on the floor, twitching. He looked to his friends, who only watched the twitching husk of his body while Katie smiled at whatever was happening. 

He watched his body as his hair grew longer than it had been in his nightmare. He watched as his clothes seemed to melt off his body, leaving him naked in a pool of fabric. 

His naked chest began to swell; two bumps under his nipples visibly formed and streams of fat snaked from other parts of his body to his chest. Breasts weren’t the only terrifying thing happening to his body. His ribs were breaking, he could see them moving and changing. His torso became smaller and more petite. His hips shifted and twisted just below his skin; they became wider and his waist became narrower as fat from there moved to his chest. His body became shorter. The skin on his legs became flaky and fell off in chunks, taking his leg hair with it and leaving behind a pair of feminine legs that were shorter than they should be. His face contorted, becoming a changing mess of bone and flesh; he watched as the bones seemed to crack and his jaw changed and softened. Fat started pooling in his cheeks and his nose became a small button. His small amount of facial hair fell off his face. 

He fell back into his body and became aware of K standing over his naked form, but before he could cover up he felt like he was being smothered. The pile of fabric he was laying on enveloped him. Fabric began to wrap tightly around his torso. Scraps of a black hoodie and blue jeans changed from polar fleece and denim to pink silk that clung to his waist and hips. He watched as around his hips the garment puffed out, becoming the frilliest princess dress he had ever seen.

He looked up at K, hoping they could stop whatever was happening, only to find them standing next to a mirror. He looked into it and saw a body worse than the one from his nightmare. Each part of the dress fit perfectly; it made him sick. He was desperate. This was worse than that nightmare; this was hell. 

"Please help me," he begged K. 

K just looked at him, smiling. He looked around for anyone who might be able to help him and his eyes fell upon Ben and Lachlan, but they only looked at him with disgust. As if they were seeing a monster unmasked for the first time. He looked over to Nick.

Nick held out his hand, and James took it without hesitation. He needed someone, anyone to help him. Nick pulled him to his feet, James had always been shorter than Nick, but not as short as he was now. He had to look up to look Nick in the eye. He softly raised his hand to James' face and moved his new long hair out of his face. 

"You're beautiful."

Those words were worse than the looks on Ben and Lachlan's faces. K laughed as everything faded to black.

He opened his eyes and saw the ceiling of the living room; he heard the sound of his friend breathing next to him. He was so glad he wasn’t alone.
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Katie woke up first. She was wondering if, in the last two years since she had last been there, his habit of waking up late had changed. She was surprised to find him asleep on the couch next to her. She was not surprised to find James happily wrapped up in a blanket; she wanted to let him sleep a little longer. He was probably going to need his energy for today. He needed to be prepared for whatever happened when they got to the doctor's office. 

She hadn't taken too long to look at him this morning. The living room was dark when she woke up; only small slivers of light had come through the curtains and she had quickly moved down the hall to the kitchen. She hoped he'd be back to normal. Whatever had happened to him was unbelievable. None of the weird things she had encountered had prepared her for this. The weirdest things that usually happened were muesli bars appearing and chairs moving.

Her stomach growled. James had eaten his pizza and then eaten what remained of hers as well; his hunger had seemed to have no bounds yesterday and he'd probably want something to eat when he woke up as well. James always used to wake up when he smelled something cooking; it was hard to wake him any other way. She put on some toast and started mixing up some eggs for an omelette.

The opening of doors and the slow footsteps on the ground told her she would soon find out if he was back to normal. The smell of the eggs she was cooking must have woken him. He looked healthier than he did yesterday; his eyes were less sunken than they had been, and his face, in general, seemed less gaunt. She didn’t initially process the fact that he had walked out of the hallway topless. His body had become more than just the skin and bones she saw yesterday; she hoped that meant his body would be fine. 

"Good morning, are you feeling any better?" she asked. She wondered how long it would take him to notice.

James looked like a rabbit in headlights. "Um, yeah, sorry I'll be back."

His top on this time, James and Katie both sat down for breakfast. 

“I must have taken it off after I had a nightmare, I guess,” he tried to explain. Apparently, they were intense enough for him to wake up in a cold sweat, which would have been why he took his top off.  She didn’t really care that much about his justification. 

“Okay, but more importantly, breakfast is ready. I made omelettes.” 

James seemed to shrug off her dismissal of his earlier toplessness. It was funny watching James try to eat. His hair kept coming untucked from behind his ears and ending up in his food. She almost felt bad, but watching her former tormentor choke on his hair while he tried to eat felt like comeuppance. She savoured the moment. Later she was taking him to get it chopped off. 

Organising a lift to the doctor's office with Katie's mum was surprisingly easy. They organised times and Katie asked her mum to bring her HRT and some clothes. James watched silently while she organised everything. He seemed to get more stressed by the minute, like it was dawning on him that someone else was going to see his new body. This doctor’s appointment was going to confirm what had happened to his body. It made sense, he was anxious.

She figured she should try to keep him calm. If this was anything like her examinations for hormones treatments, he was going to need a lot of support.

"So how are you feeling right now?" she asked after she got off the phone.

There was a moment of silence, James looked down at his body again.

"I'm scared, dude. What am I meant to do about this?"

His voice sounded so hopeless. It made her want to hold him as tight as she could, even if he was a prick. She didn’t expect honesty; she thought he would still try and put on a brave face. All she wanted to do was assure him that it would be alright and that he would get his body back, but giving him false hope seemed like the wrong thing to do.

"I know this is weird, but can I hug you?" she asked. It was all she could think of. It was how Adam comforted her after homeroom; maybe it would help here as well. 

James opened his arms up and she wrapped her arms around him as tight as she could.

"It's going to be okay," she said. 

Yesterday had been mostly catching up after James’ initial shock had worn off. His vulnerability had disappeared behind his snark and humour, but now it was back. What had happened in his nightmares to make him so receptive?

"I'm sorry I dragged you into this, K.” His voice was shaky, yet she could tell he was trying to keep the bravado he had yesterday. It was an admirable attempt, but he more closely resembled the nervous wreck from when she had arrived.

"I'm sorry, James. Do you want someone to be there, like in the hall or the room with you at the doctor’s?" She only realised how weird that sounded after it came out of her mouth. Her mum friend instinct overran any qualms she might have about being by his side.

"If it's not too much to ask?” He looked so weak. She wanted to cheer him up. 

“I’ll help talk if you need as well, okay? It’s gonna be okay,” she said as calmly as she could.

They watched cartoons until Katie’s mum arrived.

She tied up his hair and he put his hoodie on. Her mom shouldn't know what James looked like now; hopefully, that was enough to get by without too much suspicion. They got in the back of the car; she didn't want to be too far from him.

"Katie, are you okay? Has he said anything?" Her mum was always an incredibly protective person. She was only ever reeled in by Katie’s other mother. "James, she has chosen to trust you again. If you hurt her, I am not giving you another chance. I will go to the school about your behaviour. Is that understood?"

James looked like he wanted to speak, but he stopped before he was able to form the words he wanted to say. He nodded, then looked away. Probably for the best, Katie thought.

"He hasn’t said anything wrong since yesterday," she lied. “He just needs help is all.”

“Okay, just make sure you don’t let him take advantage of your forgiveness.”

“I won’t, Mum,” she replied. She looked at James, who was staring at his lap guiltily. Maybe that guilt meant one day he’d actually apologise, but she wouldn’t hold her breath.

"Good girl." 

The waiting room was empty, just as Katie hoped. She knew the fear of looking out of place or being recognised. It would be less unnerving for James if he didn't have to worry about that.

"I can't go in there," he said quietly.

She wasn't sure she heard him right.

"You have to; it's the only way we might find out what happened."

"Dude, please, I can't do this, what if they--"

Katie grabbed him by the hand and began dragging him through the door and to the reception desk.

"It's gonna be scary, I know, but I'll be there with you. It's all we can do," she said.

James looked shocked, but she wasn’t going to let him back out; he had to do this. Whether he wanted to or not. Together they approached the receptionist's desk. She could tell he was freaking out.

"Hi, how can I help you?" 

"I have James Wright here to see Doctor Finnegan,"

"Date of birth?" the receptionist asked.

"17th of January 2004," he said quietly. She wasn't sure if the receptionist had heard it.

"You two sit down over there and she'll be with you shortly."

It was hard for Katie to believe the guy in front of her was the same one that had been laughing at her a week ago. It was hard to believe that he was the guy she was watching cartoons with yesterday. James looked broken, his only movement being the bouncing of his legs as if he was preparing to run. Comforting him out here with words wasn't an option, but she had to do something. She tried to think of what she would want in this situation. She remembered the way her mums would hold her when she felt she would never be okay. 

Awkwardly she tried putting her arms around him, locking him in a hug so he couldn't run away and reminding him that he wasn't alone. She just hoped he wouldn't make her regret it. She felt his legs slow their bouncing. James let her hold him for a minute. They sat there quietly until he finally opened his mouth.

"Thanks."

Katie smiled. The doctor entered the waiting room and called out for her next patient.

"James."

He hesitantly got up. Katie followed.

"Do you still want me to come in with you?"

James only nodded.
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A Terrifying Visit to Doctor Finnegan
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They entered the doctor's office. She noticed that James oddly seemed to have gotten less tense. She guessed it was the enclosed space of the doctor's office that put him at ease; no one but the doctor and Katie could see him while in that room. Katie took the seat next to him while the doctor sat at her desk.

"So this was an urgent appointment, what's happened? You look like you’ve lost a lot of weight since I have seen you last?"

"I'm a girl," he whispered.

"You're a what?"

"A girl!" he shouted.

Katie listened as he recalled what had happened. His voice had strength in it, but she couldn't tell whether his confidence was real or fake. The doctor seemed sceptical, and Katie watched James’ frustration build. The doctor repeated the same questions. The kind of questions Katie had been asked by her doctor when she came out, except James’ doctor was ignoring his answers.

"When did this happen?" -- "Why do you think you're a girl?" -- "Are you looking for hormone therapy?" -- "How long have you known?"

It was as if she was trying to understand whether he was experiencing some delusion, or if he was trying to deal with the possibility that he might be trans. The questions were garbage; at odds with everything that James tried to say. Katie could see it frustrated him. She began to worry. If James began to panic, it would be hard to calm him down; it was hard to just get him there. She had to try and clarify for him. 

"Dr Finnegan, that is not wha--" 

Dr Finnegan’s eyes fixed on James. She had taken her eyes off him for a second while Katie tried to explain, and in that short time, he had flashed the doctor his chest. It was the same way he had told her about her predicament. It was almost enough to make her laugh, seeing how much of a disaster her friends was. After looking at the combination of the look on the doctor's face, and seeing James' face turn red as he realised what he had just done, she began to laugh 

"James you can't just show those to people when you need to convince them," she said breathily. Her laughing began to subside. 

James cowered into his hood, embarrassed by what he'd done and the fact that she was laughing at him.

The doctor finally seemed to have gotten over her shock. The way she stared at James said that she was taking it seriously.

"I’m assuming you wouldn’t call yourself a girl unless there was more than just growing breasts?" 

"My whole body has changed," he whispered.

"James, can you take a seat on the bed? I'm just going to check your blood pressure and heart rate before we start with your issue. Just to make sure there hasn’t been any damage from whatever has happened to you. Is that okay?"

He nodded and silently walked over to the bed. Katie wanted to hold him again. The tests were quick and confirmed that his body seemed to be functioning.

“Everything seems to be fine. Now I know this is going to be uncomfortable, but I’m going to need to check your breasts for irregularities.” James turned white as a sheet. She didn’t know what she could do to comfort him at this point. “I’m going to move the curtain around so you can take your shirt off while I get gloves on.” She moved the curtain around and went to her desk.

"I'm about to enter, James, are you ready?" she asked after she had gotten her gloves on.

Katie wasn't used to him being so quiet; she could barely hear him. He was asking for something, but she couldn’t hear him until he spoke up.

"I'm sorry to ask, but can Katie sit a little closer? I'm fine, I just need to know they are still here," he asked quietly.

She was shocked. He’d used her name. She knew it should have been something basic. It shouldn’t be something she should be happy about, but it was James who did it. He’d called her Katie. She couldn’t help but smile and moved her seat next to the curtain. She couldn't see him and he probably couldn't see her. She reached her hand in behind the curtain and gave a little wave. 

"Okay, this might feel a little cold --"

Katie took that as her cue to take her hand back out from the room. However, she couldn't. She felt her hand being squeezed and held in place.

"Please stay, I can't do this alone," he was whimpering. James was holding her hand in place. Her cheeks flushed red; he was kind of cute in the way that he wanted her around. Why did that make her blush? James was her ex-friend and bully; she didn't understand how she was able to seem him as cute right now.

Yet she couldn't pull her hand away no matter how awkward she felt about the situation. James needed her right now; she could feel it every time he squeezed her hand. Those squeezes reminded her how much he needed her and how much he wanted her here. She needed to be strong. Even if she was embarrassed, and even if she wanted to slap him occasionally, she had to help him.

“I’m sorry to do this, James, but can you show me what has happened to your penis?" the doctor asked. She didn’t need to see James’ face to know what he was thinking. She knew a downstairs examination would be too much for him. He didn’t verbally respond. She could only assume he had nodded based on how hard he was squeezing her hand.

“Okay, James. I’m sorry, but unfortunately, we are going to need to do some blood tests. I’ll give you the forms,” Dr Finnegan said. It was obvious she was trying to be gentle with him. James let go of Katie’s hand, and the doctor moved the curtain out the way. James looked at Katie, relieved, despite just being told he needed to get blood tests. “Once your blood has been taken, come back. I’m calling some colleagues who should be able to book you in.”

Unsurprisingly, given James’ hand-holding, he wanted her in the room with him while he was getting his blood taken. He was like a kid, she thought. He needed someone in the room while at the doctor’s office. He was cute; she had accepted that right now, while he was vulnerable, she thought of him as such. Maybe it was because he was keeping his mouth shut. There was no need for her to get embarrassed because of him. 

“Thank you for coming with me,” he said quietly. She smiled, hoping it would bring him some comfort. She walked him back to Dr Finnegan’s office, knowing that there were more tests he had to go through.

“I’ve called a gynecologist and booked an appointment at the hospital for an ultrasound, to see if your reproductive system has changed. After that, I think you should rest and make sure you eat.”

A couple of hours later, her hands felt sore from being squeezed. Each time there was a new examination he would squeeze her hand and she would try and keep herself from blushing. Katie had convinced her mum to drive them to the hospital. Thankfully, her mum gave them money for a taxi to the next appointment. 

First up had been the ultrasound which confirmed the existence of a uterus and ovaries. She watched James’ face go white as the doctor explained what that would likely mean. Sex education had been divided and inadequate at their school. It became obvious to Katie that he knew nothing about his new body.

Next came the gynecologist. James held her hand so much harder throughout that appointment. She had heard him crying from behind the curtain and she wanted to hug him. He was so sad, scared and uncomfortable. She was almost sure it was dysphoria. She realised that he probably didn’t have the words to describe what he was feeling. She had to tell him after the appointments. 

The doctors’ appointments ended where they began, in Dr Finnegan’s waiting room. They knew they had to wait. Dr Finnegan had to talk to her colleagues to learn what they had found. 

“It’s going to be okay, James,” Katie said.

They were called into Dr Finnegan’s office. She sat them down and looked James in the eye. According to her, any trace of James' male anatomy was gone. As far as the doctors could see, James was a healthy teenage girl. 
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James wanted to light his body on fire. He'd been touched from head to toe by doctors, all because of that thing; that new female body. He hated them knowing what had happened to him. He hated that they had seen this body and touched this body. Every touch and every look, made him feel like a freak. He was something that needed to be studied and analysed. It all reminded him that he wasn't himself anymore; he was a girl. He wanted to remove every new part of himself. Starting with his chest. It hurt and it was making his shirts feel uncomfortable. It was a constant reminder of the changes. He wanted his body back. He needed it back. The small amount of facial hair that he was proud of. The small amount of muscle he had. The greasy and rough skin. It was all better than this. Would he always feel like this? Like an alien in his own body?

He stood up ready to leave. He needed to get out of there. If the doctors weren’t going to help him get back to masculinity, he would get there himself.

"James before you go. What happened to you will stay between the doctors you have seen today, you, and Katie. I don’t have a reason to believe you are a danger to yourself or others. I don’t need to tell your mum."  

James breathed a sigh of relief. At least no one else would find out.

"Thank you," he responded. 

"But you need to tell your mum about this, as soon as possible. She should be able to help you with some--" she cleared her throat "stuff. Eventually, she will help you become a beautiful young woman"

He refused to let himself imagine that; his mother would be horrified. The way she reacted to K coming out was terrible. She had ranted for an hour about how it was all their mum’s fault, and how their child was going to be mutilated. If she found out about his body, he couldn't imagine how she'd react. It wouldn’t be pretty, he thought. The idea of her being receptive to the idea was equally as terrifying. The thought of being a girl made him want to be sick. He decided he would rather die than let her find out. 

The doctor looked over at K.

"Katie, James is going to need a lot of support. You were such a good girlfriend today. Keep that up and you'll make this so much easier on her," the doctor said calmly. 

James' heart sank as he realised the "her" the doctor referred to was him. He didn't ask for that. He wasn't ready for that. Someone referred to him as a girl and he hated it so much. On top of that, K wasn't his girlfriend! He held her hand through this whole process because it was terrifying. It didn't mean they were dating. James’ face turned a full-blown crimson colour when he saw that K was blushing.

"I'll take care of him, miss," they said.

K still at least saw him as a man. He remembered the way they had called him handsome last night. Hearing “him” was a relief. He hoped K would never treat him like a girl.

"You are a good friend Katie. James if you need anything surrounding this come back and I will try my best to help you through whatever you need. Be that for paperwork or if there are any more changes."

K's mum agreed to take the pair back to his place. He could see her eyes in the mirror. She looked at him, scrutinized him. ‘Maybe I deserve this,’ he thought. K's mum was looking at him trying to see what he was thinking. They finally pulled up to his house after 10 minutes of him being analysed.

“Katie let me know when you need to be picked up. James, remember what I said earlier.”

Never leaving his house again had never been so tempting. His bed was so comfortable, and if he never left it no one could find out any more. Three more people had found out about his condition and, if he left his room, it probably wouldn’t be too long until others found out as well. He needed something to distract him, while Katie talked to her mum. Checking his phone hadn't been a priority over the last day, but it was as good a distraction as any. No one could see him through his phone and he might be able to talk with the boys. He saw that he had a couple of messages from the group chat. Mostly @everyone notifications about games they wanted to play together, as much as he liked playing games, he hadn’t been able to since this had started. He only had one direct message, from Nick.

Nick: hey are you all g, you usually play all day on Saturday

He wasn't up to responding. He didn’t have the energy to lie to Nick right now. Whatever he said would come out half baked and confusing. Lying was never his strong suit.

"So how are you feeling?" they said. They sat down next to where he was laying. He supposed it was an obvious question they would ask; he had just spent the last two hours being felt up in private areas that he didn't even feel like belonged to him. K had been there the whole time, with their hand being squeezed. They knew he wasn’t feeling the best. How could they not?

"I'm fine K," He lied. "We should probably start getting me looking like a guy again right?"

They looked away.

"Yeah, we should," They seemed different, more confident maybe? "But first you have to be honest, how do you feel?” 

He didn’t know how he felt, or why he felt it and he didn’t want to be vulnerable in front of K again. They had already seen too much. Dealt with the things he was meant to be able to handle. 

“Should I get my hair cut? I’d rather not wear a man bun to school,” he asked, hoping they would drop the subject.

“You’re not getting out of this, that easily, James.”

“Dude, I don’t know how to explain what I’m feeling. Can we just go?” he asked. He didn’t want to start talking any more about what he had been feeling the last two days. He felt like he’d already said too much.

“Remember when I said last night that you don’t have to be a girl, even in that body?” 

He nodded. Maybe they did know something he didn’t.

“Yeah, does it feel like your body is just wrong?”

“Obviously, it would feel wrong, I was a guy up until yesterday.”

“What your feeling is probably dysphoria. Trans people feel it. Your experience is probably similar to a trans guy’s.” 

“I just want my body back. That’s normal!” he asserted. “I’m not trans.” He wasn’t like K. He knew that his mum would never let him. 

“Okay, just remember what I said.” They rolled their eyes at what he said. “Do you have money for a haircut?” It was good they could get back on topic. This hair was frustrating. Cutting it all off would be such a relief.

"I've got like 100 bucks I've been saving" He replied.

"Okay, are you okay if we go out in public? Are you sure you don't need more time?" K seemed at least a little concerned about him. It would have been touching if it didn’t make him feel useless. At least those glares from his nightmare weren’t likely to appear anytime soon.

"I need to get it over with," he said, as he tried to put on a brave face.

Walking to the hairdresser took longer than expected. He was sure every person they passed was looking at him, scrutinizing him. He hoped that no one would recognise him. Most of his friends weren’t the type to leave the house ever.  As they arrived James pulled the hair of his hood. He’d have to show this huge mass of hair that needed to be removed.

"Hi, how can I help you?" the lady behind the desk asked.

K spoke before he could say anything.

"Hi my friend wants to get his hair cut"

It was weird seeing them be so assertive. They had changed from when they were younger. They always seemed so quiet in class. That was probably his fault, he thought.

He was sat down in a chair. It was a relief to know that all that hair would soon be gone. That he wouldn't have to feel his hair scratching him underneath his hood. It wouldn’t be getting in the way while eating anymore either.

"How much do want cut, hun?" the hairdresser asked.

James wasn't one for selfies, but he was glad he had a recent picture of himself. 

"Can you give me something similar to this?" He realised why K had decided to speak for him earlier. His voice was pretty, and he felt like screaming until it was raw. That might make it less feminine.

"Are you sure you want to cut that much off? People would kill for your hair."

"Yes, I'm sure, please cut it." He tried to lower his voice and speak more strongly. His tone hadn't changed it couldn't be too hard to sound like himself again

"That would look fine. So similar to a pixie cut?"

What was so hard about just giving him the haircut he wanted. He just wanted to look like a guy, without having to endure being treated like a girl. He didn’t want a pixie cut.

"Just what's in the photo," Even when trying to sound like a guy he failed.

An hour later, he could recognise himself in the mirror. No pixie cut and no feminine changes to his hair cut. Just the same hair he always had. It made him smile, knowing that maybe his hair wouldn't be a problem going forward. He looked at K expecting a smile. He hoped that they would look happy that he seemed back to normal. Instead, they looked like they were about to cry. He hated that he recognised that look.
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Katie wanted to run as far from him as possible. It was frustrating; after a day of trying to forget about what had happened between them, all it took to remind her of what he had put her through was a damn haircut. The way his hair framed his face made him look like the same asshole that had tortured her with his mates. All he needed now was his old asshole smirk.

"I'm sorry I don't know anything about this. Where do we go next?" James asked quietly. Hearing that small voice reminded her of why she was there.

She took a second to breathe and thought about the last day. James was her friend. In James’ situation, she was one of the only people who might be able to help him. She knew what she was getting into, and she knew James looking more like his usual self didn’t mean he would go back to trying to hurt her. He had squeezed her hand just an hour ago. She wouldn’t let herself be intimidated by him anymore. 

There were a couple of things Adam had talked about when it came to passing, and there were some pieces of information she’d picked up in her time talking to other trans people. She knew about binders, what to do and what not to do, but she had never been able to apply that knowledge. She hoped she’d get it right.

"We need to get you something to keep your boobs in place," she said as calmly as she could. No matter how much she didn’t want to go into the underwear section, he would need help and she would need to provide it. 

"Am I seriously going to have to wear a bra?" 

"Yes. Look, James, I have been on hormones for two weeks and I can’t go outside without a bra. Clothes are too scratchy without one. I don’t even have breasts yet. How do you think you will feel without one?" she explained. She had started wearing bras around when she came out. It helped her feel less self-conscious. Hormones made it obvious why she needed to wear them. One day without one and she was trying to keep her clothes off her chest. 

"There has to be something else, I'm not wearing a bra." The distress in his voice made her want to find another option for him. Another part of her wanted to tell him to suck it up. 

"I'll text Adam, but I'm pretty sure this is all we can do. Unless you want to break your ribs with bandages."

James looked like he was considering it. She didn’t know how she had been scared of an idiot like him.

Having an excuse to talk to Adam after the last two days was a godsend. Adam had never hurt her, and he'd never try to. She was tempted to tell him everything that was going on, so she wouldn't have to deal with James on her own. As her partner in crime, he knew about the weird things she had seen. He might notice something she didn’t. 

Katie: hey I met someone, and he needs help hiding his chest anything you recommend

She decided not to mention James or his weird situation. Adam didn’t have the most positive impression of James. Every time he was mentioned, she could see Adam getting agitated; he was protective of Katie. The second he’d heard about what was happening in her homeroom, she’d had to stop him from telling the teachers. Him knowing that she was talking to James would probably bring trouble. 

Getting James to the mall had been a challenge. Trying to convince him he needed a bra was harder. Katie knew how scary it was for him; being in the girl's underwear aisle, when you don't know if you'll look like you belong there, is terrifying. It was something she had experienced more times than she'd like to admit. He probably felt like a pervert, like he was somewhere he shouldn't be, or he’d be punished severely. She might have been projecting.

James' eyes darted around nervously, looking for anyone in the crowd that might recognize him. He was slouching, trying to make himself look smaller, she guessed. His hands were in his pockets; maybe he'd noticed they had changed too. His chest was barely visible when he slouched, he looked so similar to how he normally did. Katie didn't want to fear him, yet she couldn't help but want to run away. 

Her phone buzzed; relief washed over her as she realised it was a message from Adam.

Adam: How big is your friend. 

 Katie: Small I guess I don't know sizes very well

Adam: The best thing to do is probably get a sports bra that's a little bit tight and unpadded at least until he can get a binder. you remember the site right? Also make sure he layers up

Katie: yeah I do, thank you so much adam!!

It was about what she expected. Still, getting a small distraction from James was nice. She couldn’t feel comfortable like she had last night and she wasn’t sure why. Was it just the hair? A conditioned response to his appearance? 

"So my friend Adam told me what we are looking for."

"And?"

"I'll show you."

Katie had been in the women's section before, but never around the underwear. The bras her mums had given her fit fine; they made it look like she had boobs while hers grew. She’d never thought it was a good idea to risk it. Even knowing she was going there for a friend, she still felt like a predator, an invader. The look on James' face seemed to show he felt the same way. He looked lost; his eyes were scanning everything as if trying to understand an entirely new world. She wished she had the answers to his questions.

The bra section was overwhelming. There were so many options; so many things that a girl like her couldn't wear. It was frustrating seeing this cis guy get a body like that when she was stuck trying to change her body the old-fashioned way. She knew her jealousy was stupid; she had never envied Adam or any trans guy she had met. Why was she jealous of James? Maybe it was that she didn't know for sure he wasn’t going to suddenly like it or something. Maybe he just hadn't gotten used to being a girl, and that's why he was acting the way he was. It seemed unlikely, but this was some paranormal bullshit they were dealing with; maybe it would get rid of his dysphoria. She hoped that wouldn’t be the case. Changing his body was bad enough, but changing who he was? That would be truly terrifying. 

Katie looked at the sports bras. Those thoughts weren’t helpful. There was no use wishing for something like that to happen to her. There was no use focusing on things that might never happen. She just needed to focus on helping James. She pulled James to the section for sports bras and began searching for something that looked like it might fit. She wanted to get out of there as soon as possible and him trying to hide was holding them back from getting out there. 

"I'd say we are looking for something with compression," she thought out loud.

"I don't know what I’m doing. The only time I should ever be in a place like this is to find something for a cute girl to wear." It was obvious he was trying to laugh away his discomfort with his current situation.

"Well, right now you are a cute girl, aren't you?" As soon as it came out of her mouth, she knew she had made a mistake

James was silent.

She was even more determined to get out of there now. Looking through the aisle was intimidating; there was just so much. She knew so little about boobs and bras, and she doubted that James would know his bra size. She had to think; they got to the sports section and she picked up the closest one that looked like it might fit and that didn't have padding. She handed it to him. 

“Go try it on.”
Anxiety and Bras.
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James didn't know what to say back to her. She was the only one that had kept treating him like a guy after finding out what happened. If she started treating him like a girl, he didn't know how he would cope. His body felt wrong, and being referred to as a girl felt wrong. 

"Go try it on." K sounded tired as she handed him the bra. Maybe she was stressed? He couldn’t tell. It didn’t help him feel confident. 

"I'm not a girl, I don't want to wear a bra," he said. He tried to sound confident, adamant that he would not wear something like that. But it didn’t come out that way. Hearing that whiny voice come from his mouth was painful.

"I know, but you need to try this on," she said. She was more gentle than she had been earlier; there was still agitation in her voice, but he didn’t feel it was directed at him. 

He knew he had to try it on and he knew he couldn’t get out of this. Katie was right about the bra thing. The clothes he was wearing felt scratchy and irritating against his chest. He could feel them move as well. It had been bothering him whenever he walked and according to K, wearing one would make his chest less noticeable. He would just have to deal with it. It would help him look more manly and make him feel more comfortable. It needed to happen, despite how terrifying it was. He tried to calm himself down and prepared himself to try on a bra.

"I'll drag you to the fitting rooms if I have to. It has to fit or it will hurt." Apparently, he had spent too long contemplating wearing one of those things. The agitation in her voice was becoming more noticeable, but she was still trying to be gentle with him. This girl would make a great mum one day, he thought. Katie walked with him to the change rooms, and he approached the guy’s side of the fitting room before K caught him.

“James, I’m sorry, but you are trying on a bra. There are people over there. You need to go to the girl’s side.” It was obvious she was trying to stop him from freaking out. It didn’t exactly help.

He felt like a pervert going into the girls’ change rooms. It put him on the verge of begging K to let him leave. This wasn’t a place he’d ever wanted to go. There was so much wrong; a guy shouldn’t end up in this situation. How could he be a normal guy when he had to wear a bra? He wanted to cry. It felt so hopeless, but he wasn’t going to let himself cry again. Manning up was the only way to do this.

"I'll be out here if you need me. Okay?" 

He slammed the door closed, revealing the mirror on the back. He had been avoiding looking at mirrors except when it was necessary. At most he would look at his face when he had to. Even while at the doctor's, he’d kept his eyes closed, and held on to Katie's soft comforting hand. He shuddered, thinking about the doctors. He begrudgingly took off the layers he had built up that morning. Seeing his chest made him sure this couldn't be his body. The way they rose and fell with his breath was terrifying. He needed more air. He needed to keep breathing and to look away from the mirror. But he couldn’t. His chest was rising and falling rapidly and he could see those things on his chest reacting to it. There wasn’t enough air and he just had to keep breathing. He tried to close his eyes, but his body wouldn’t respond. The air felt thin. In the mirror, he noticed a seat behind him. It was what he needed. If he couldn’t breathe, he needed to sit. He fell into it with a thud.

“Jay, are you alright?” The voice was coming from outside the door. He didn’t know a Jay. His breathing became a little less hurried. The voice was calming. It must have been K. 

“I can’t breathe,” he wheezed. He kept trying to inhale, and every time it felt so inadequate. There wasn’t enough oxygen. 

“Okay, Jay, can you open the door?” she asked. He wasn’t sure if he could. He wasn’t sure if she was even talking to him. 

“I’ll try,” he said as he grabbed at the lock on the fitting room door. He saw his reflection reach forward as well. His breathing accelerated again. “It’s unlocked,” he managed to say before falling back onto the seat. He could hear his heart pounding in his chest.

K slowly pushed the door open. He watched as the mirror slowly left his field of vision and she came into view. His breathing seemed to slow a little.

“Oh, Jay, you’re shaking,” she observed. He hadn’t noticed, but he was shaking; his hands wouldn’t stay still and his knees bobbed up and down. K sat down next to him and he saw the mirror again. His face was red and wet. He hadn’t noticed his tears; he was too focused on his chest. 

K put her arms around him. He could hear his heartbeat start to slow. 

“Deep breaths, Jay,” she said comfortingly. He wanted to ask why she was calling him Jay, but instead, he followed her instructions. He closed his eyes and inhaled as deeply as he could. Air rushed into his lungs and he noted that it wasn’t as thin as it was before. He held that sweet bit of oxygen before releasing it. He took several of those breaths until he could no longer hear his heart beating. K was looking at him. She didn’t seem scared of him or frustrated with him anymore. She just looked worried.

He wasn’t sure what he had done to deserve her as a friend.

“I’m going to step back out, okay,” she said. “I’ll be outside.”

A wave of exhaustion crashed over him. He could barely comprehend what had just happened. He grabbed his clothes and dried his face. He grabbed the dreaded cloth and closed his eyes. 

Putting the bra on like a shirt seemed to work. It was comfortable enough. Maybe a little tight around the ribs, but nothing that he thought would hurt. The comfort didn't stop him from feeling emasculated, though; he tried to silence the thought before whatever had happened earlier, happened again. He opened his eyes briefly; at least they looked smaller than before. He picked up his slightly damp hoodie and shirts and slid them back on.

With his clothes back on, he was getting closer to looking like a guy again at least. Even if he did look like a taller twelve-year-old James, instead of his old self.

"K, can you see if this looks better?" he called.

After unlocking the door, K pushed it open.

"You look a lot better," she said. A hint of concern was still present in her voice. "I don't think anyone would be able to notice now." 

"Good, thanks, K," he replied. 'If anyone saw me they wouldn't notice,' he repeated to himself. 

He entered the change room again. He closed his eyes as he peeled the bra off. He tried to keep his eyes closed again. He didn’t want to see his naked chest again and he didn’t want a repeat of that incident earlier. They approached the counter and he paid for the damn thing. James noticed that he wasn’t the only one who breathed a sigh of relief when they finally got out of there.

The bra stuffed in his hoodie pocket, he walked out and tried to hide his anxiety. He looked at the crowds. It's not like anyone would see him here. Would they even recognise him? He felt so exhausted, and yet he couldn’t let his guard down. 

"Do you need anything to eat?  It's on me," Katie asked.

James nodded. He wasn’t one to turn down a free meal and his body demanded energy. 

The food court was bustling with people. He looked around the endless sea of people for anyone he might be recognized by. Despite not even seeing anyone, he felt like he was going to throw up. He had so little energy and it was all focused on this fear of being seen. What if K was wrong and people noticed what was up? Would he have to live as a girl? Live as someone he could never be? K was saying something, but he couldn't care, he had to make sure he didn't get seen.

"So what do you want? I was thinking about hot dogs? We used to get those after nippers. Sound good to you?"

Someone touched James' shoulder and for a second he thought he was done for. He let out a yelp and started looking for a way to run. He looked at the crowd of people and tried to find a way to get out. 

“Hey, James?” Of course, it was just K. The yelp he’d let out had briefly caught the attention of other shoppers. He could feel them looking at him. He wasn’t even sure how he had made that noise. His voice had been deep before the weekend. Even though it had changed, it shouldn’t have been possible. 

"Yeah, hot dogs sound great," he said, with an unconvincing smile.

K took him by the arm and quickly dragged him to the hotdog place. She sat him down and ordered for them both. She looked worried about him. Her concern was touching, but she had already done enough for him. He didn’t want to worry her more. 

"What was that?" 

"I'm fine, I was just looking out for people and you startled me," he replied. He couldn't tell her about how hearing his voice made him feel. It would sound crazy. Why would he be surprised or scared by his own voice?

She looked unconvinced.

It felt weird to be back to this place with K. They hadn’t even properly talked to each other for months, and now they were having lunch like they used to. It made him smile. At least something good had come from this. K seemed to be enjoying herself too. 

He hadn’t noticed it until then, but he had stopped seeing K as Kieran. His old friend’s face was now soft. The hand he had squeezed at the doctors was a girl’s hand. Even her voice that he had once made fun of was obviously feminine. Was it her eyes? Her smile? Was it just that she said she was a girl? Something had made him stop thinking of her as a guy. He decided that was enough thinking for now.  He could think about it when he wasn’t hanging out with her.

“Are you okay? What happened in the changerooms?” she asked. It had only happened at most ten minutes ago, but he could barely remember it. 

“I don’t know,” he replied. “I’m pretty tired, though.”

“I can imagine, crying takes a lot out of a person.” He had forgotten about the crying. It seemed so far away. The only evidence that it had happened was the bra in his pocket and a question that lingered in his mind.

“Why did you call me Jay?” he asked.

“James, you were in the girls’ changing room. Do you think people would react well to some named James being there?” she asked. He couldn’t argue with her logic. “Plus, you’ve been calling me K since yesterday. Jay seemed fitting.” She smirked at him. He hadn’t seen her smirk before, but he didn’t dislike it. 

He couldn’t help but laugh quietly about this stuff. He’d panicked in the changing room, got dragged out by Katie and then treated to lunch by her, and now he was admiring her smirk. His laugh rang in his ears, and surprisingly, he didn’t hate it. It still sounded mostly the same, but with a slightly higher pitch. He had found a remnant of his past self. 

“What are you chuckling about, James?” 

“This whole thing has been shit and for some reason, you are the one sitting with me right now,” he chuckled. It seemed so ridiculous. He had thought that talking with her like this was impossible after she cut him off. He had spent six months ignoring her and taunting her in hopes that she’d give him his friend back when all he had to do was use her name. “Thanks for helping, Katie.”

She smiled. It was good to see a friendly smile like that after the looks of fear, concern and frustration from the rest of the weekend.
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They spent an hour having lunch before Katie called her mum to pick them up. The atmosphere in the car seemed lighter now that the girl sitting next to him was smiling. Her mum looked less worried about him being there. It felt good to no longer be seen as a threat. Katie assured him that she'd be available at school if he needed her.

It was lonely, yet comforting being alone in his empty house. No one could find out like that. He didn't know how he would cope when his mum came back tomorrow. How would he survive school? He spent a couple of hours watching TV before getting hungry enough to get up and make something to eat. It seemed like the intense pangs of hunger from before had stopped, but that didn’t stop regular hunger from gnawing at his brain. Sleepiness came shortly after eating.

James’ mum still wasn’t home when he woke up. She’d said it would be a weekend trip and no longer. Maybe she was in bed. He didn’t want to risk waking her up if that was the case. He’d have to take the bus to school. Which was fine by him, he wouldn’t have to talk to anyone that way. The clothes Katie had picked out for him went a long way in concealing these changes to his body, but he couldn't shake the feeling that someone would notice something else. His voice being higher, or his facial hair going missing, or the new softness in his face; it was all so obvious to him. He decided staying quiet was probably his best option. If he didn’t talk, he wouldn’t draw attention to himself. It would be perfect.

Homeroom was the first struggle of the day as he would have to deal with Ben, the loud edgelord, constantly trying to engage him in conversation about games or whatever he had on his mind. James tried to tune him out and let Ben fall into his rant, listening only enough to notice if Ben brought up something about his appearance. Katie was on the other side of the room, where she usually sat alone. He had been tempted to try and talk to her when she had first stopped talking to him. Maybe, if he had just done it, she wouldn't have been scared of him. They might not have lost their friendship, but he hadn’t tried; instead, he’d avoided her and then treated her like shit. As much as he wanted to talk to her, it was probably best to leave her alone. Having to explain to Ben why he was talking to her would draw too much attention. She didn't deserve it, not when Ben was ignoring her.

The first class was easy. The teacher called roll and surprisingly, no one laughed at his squeaky voice. The teacher then enforced quiet over the room. Maybe he was overthinking things. Knowing that didn’t stop the tightness in his chest though. He quietly did his work; Lachlan was the only one in his maths class who he talked to anyway, and unless James started the conversation, Lachie was happy to just silently work. After maths was recess. He parted ways with Lachie and headed to his locker. He briefly considered trying to hang out with Katie. He didn’t know much about her friends aside from Adam, who from what he had heard, wasn't his biggest fan.  He figured it was best to leave them alone. He had to act normal even if he wanted to talk to her again. 

He began following his normal route to the library. He wanted to have a plan. Ben was reliably self-obsessed; he would happily talk to a brick wall as long as he gave him an occasional disinterested "uh-huh." Lachlan wouldn't start to talk to him outside of the library. Nick was probably the most dangerous; that guy actually seemed to care about his friends. Of them, Nick was the only one that would likely look at him properly. If he could get to the library, they would all be too busy on their laptops to pay attention. He just had to get there.

"Hey, James, wait!" 

Hearing Nick's voice made him pick up the pace. He needed to get there before Nick did. Nick's height allowed him to catch up. Half panicking, he began running to the library. He was so close. He couldn't wait for Nick; he couldn’t let him see his new face. Behind him, there was a thud and he could hear Nick cursing.

“Shit.”

Nick was a clumsy dude. It was like he’d never gotten used to his height. There was something kind of endearing about it if James was honest. It was a hard choice between helping him or getting to safety faster. Begrudgingly James chose the former.

"Gosh darn it, James. Why did you run?" Nick asked. James offered his hand to help him up. "I asked you to wait?"

"Yeah, sorry. I wanted to save us a spot," James lied. Hearing his voice convinced him he was going to be found out. The shakiness didn't help. The library never had a shortage of seats. 

"Whatever." James pulled Nick to his feet. Nick was cute. There wasn’t another way to say it. His curly brown hair, his warm brown eyes and the way he got excited about things. It was all pretty cute. If James liked guys, he was sure he would like Nick. If he hadn’t tripped, James would already be sitting safely at his computer by now. Instead, he was now walking with Nick. He hoped that Nick wouldn’t bring up his appearance. 

“How was your weekend? You weren’t online. I tried messaging you, but I didn’t get a response.” James had forgotten about the message from him. He had been too worried about everything else.

"Oh, sorry man. I wasn't able to play, some stuff came up." They were almost at their spot. Blocking out the rest of the world was only a seat away. 

"What kind of stuff?" Nick asked, raising his eyebrow. They sat down and James got out his laptop. It had been a while since he had gone that long without using it. 

"Just, you know, sick stuff; I was sick. My throat hurt." His excuse was weak, but it could hopefully explain why he wasn't acting like his usual self.

"Well, if you need anything, let me know." James was glad he had someone he could count on. Even though he knew he wouldn’t take Nick up on that.

The smell of a fresh layer of deodorant hanging in the air was a dead giveaway that Ben would be joining them shortly, and if he was there, Lachlan would not be too far behind. Despite the urge to check where they were, he kept his eyes glued to the screen until they sat down next to him.

"Hey, dickhead, why weren't you on call yesterday?" Ben asked. “You didn’t answer me earlier?” James wasn’t sure whether Ben was talking from a place of concern, or if he was just worried he didn’t have someone to banter with. Either way, he appreciated it.

"Didn’t want to deal with you for a weekend, I guess," he replied. That didn’t sound nearly as snappy as it would have with his old voice; he missed it more than ever now. His earlier decision to stay quiet was probably the right one. He regretted it opening his mouth. It felt like Ben was analysing him. His wish to disappear was back with a vengeance. 

“He was sick. Wasn’t up to playing apparently.”

Hearing Nick take the pressure off him to talk was a relief. He wished he could thank him, but he felt like it would be better if he just stayed quiet.

Being left out of conversation hurt. Nick, Ben and Lachie kept talking about the weekend and about the games they’d played without him. Games he couldn't play because of the changes to his body. It hurt not being able to talk to them, banter with them. He wasn’t even able to tell them what he’d done over the weekend.

"Are you feeling okay? 

James had been trying to tune out everything but the game in front of him. It surprised him when Nick tried to get his attention. He didn’t know why Nick was talking to him instead of Lachie or Ben.

"You look kinda down?" Nick continued.

He didn’t want to show Nick his face again. He hadn’t thought about it earlier when he helped him up; he was more worried about helping Nick up so they could get inside. 

"I'm fine," James replied.

"You seem different. Are you sure?" Nick asked. 

"Yes." James wanted two very different things at that point. On the one hand, he wanted to properly talk to him, on the other he wanted to never talk to anyone again. He had to keep his response short since neither of those things was an option. He missed just being able to talk like he had with Katie. 

"Okay. But if you need anything, don't hesitate to talk to me, okay?"

"I'll keep it in mind, thanks." He knew he couldn't take Nick up on that. What he needed was for his body to go back to normal, and something told him Nick couldn’t do that. 

"By the way, you look good clean-shaven," Nick stated. He clearly didn’t understand the gravity of what he had said.

"What?" James’ voice trembled as he asked.

"You shaved, right? It looks good." Nick smiled at him. That smile was barely able to provide any comfort.

He was reminded of his nightmare from when Katie was over. Of course, Nick was the first one to notice. The worst part of the dream was his kind reaction. The way he had reacted to James’ feminine face. The sick feeling from when he had woken up from that hell returned. It was as if the worst of this weekend was all coming up at once. He knew it didn’t make sense. He shouldn’t have been panicking but that didn’t change the fact that he was. The air around him felt thin like there wasn't enough of it. The urge to leave was overwhelming.

"I have to get some air."

His breathing was becoming rapid, he had to get out. This had happened before, but he wasn’t sure how he escaped it last time. All he remembered was that Katie had helped him. He had to deal with it alone this time. Even remembering that incident made it worse.

The ground was cold outside the library; the noises of the schoolyard were deafening. The air was open, yet he still couldn't breathe. It felt like he was suffocating. He felt someone sit next to him, but he couldn't care; he felt like he was going to die. Panic was overwhelming him. 

"James, I need you to slow down, and take a deep breath in." 

He was barely listening to the voice, but he needed air; he tried to take that deep breath. The advice seemed familiar. 

"Now breathe out."

He was staring at his legs. He felt like if he looked up, he'd die. But he kept following the instructions of the voice. It didn't matter who it was. They were acting so calmly it didn’t matter. He repeated the cycle of breathing in and breathing out until he was able to calm down. 

"Are you feeling better?" 

In his panic, he hadn't noticed it was Nick’s voice guiding him through. He moved away from Nick. He didn’t want his friend to see him like this.

"A little bit," James responded meekly.

"Do you want me to stay with you for a second?"

"I'm fine on my own." He tried to sound confident, but he could hear how badly he failed. 

"Okay, I’ll be in here if you need me," Nick said before going back into the library. He sounded concerned, but James just needed to be alone. Nick had never been like this to him. He had never tried to take care of him before. It was like Nick saw him as fragile. He didn’t want to be taken care of. 

The next classes were a matter of survival. He just had to make it through without talking to others. English meant class with Nick, who asked James if he was feeling better. He shut down that conversation with a simple ‘I’m fine’, as he tried to push the fears he had out of his mind by working. The more he talked, the more likely it was Nick would find out. James couldn't let that happen. 

He didn't feel like he could return to the library again when lunch came around. He was going to be alone.  He wanted to find Katie; she knew about his body and still saw him as a man. He could be comfortable around her. It felt odd walking around the school on his own. Katie and her friends tended to hang around on the opposite side of the school from his last class. 

The walk to that area of the school wasn’t long, but it did make him feel exposed. He was alone, and with his body the way it was, it felt like he was being watched, like he was walking around naked and everyone was staring. He could see the table where Katie and her friends sat. She was there, talking with someone who he could only assume was Adam. He wasn't sure how to approach them. Would Katie even want to talk to him at school?

Adam caught him watching the group and sent a glare his way. The way he looked at James seemed like a warning. He left immediately. It hurt not being able to talk to her. It hurt knowing that he might have deserved that reaction from Adam. He wanted to curl up in the bathroom and hide till lunch ended.
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He went to bed as soon as he got home. Sleeping seemed like the best option he had; thinking about that day was something that needed to be avoided. His phone vibrated. Someone was probably trying to message him. He didn't have the energy to check what it said.

Waking up to the smell of delicious food cooking was usually something James would love. Unfortunately, that day it meant his mum was home. His mother was one of the few people that must not find out about what had happened to him. She wouldn't understand.

"Dinner’s almost done!" she called.

He looked in the mirror; everything seemed like it had when he went to sleep. He was still female. He threw on his hoodie and adjusted it to hide his chest. His mum was observant; if there was anything out of place, she could spot it. There wasn’t anything else he could do but hope she didn’t look at him too critically.

Upon entering the dining room the aroma got stronger; her cooking was always amazing. He wished he could enjoy it without having to worry. He hadn't eaten a properly cooked meal in two days. 

He sat down at the table.

"Dinner will be another minute, kiddo."

James nodded, unwilling to open his mouth.

"I see you shaved. Good boy. Finally making use of that razor I bought for you." She had been trying to convince him to shave for the past couple of months. He had refused. That facial hair was proof he was becoming a man despite his five-foot and seven-inch stature. She had once said stubble is more attractive than patchy facial hair. Now he couldn’t have either. He didn’t know how to explain that to her when the time came. He wouldn’t panic about it now. He wouldn’t panic in front of her. “How was your weekend?”

Lying was not his strong suit, and she could see it better than anyone, she had known him all his life after all. Still, he had to try.

“It was good,” he said unconvincingly.

"I got a call from the doctor’s office. You called them for an emergency appointment." She expected him to respond but he wasn’t sure how to. 

“I was sick, I think I had the flu.”

“I should have known those vaccines didn’t work.” He was tempted to point out that, even if his fake story was real, only two days of flu symptoms was good. “So the boy that never wants to go to the doctors suddenly decides to go just because he has the flu? Come on James, you didn't even tell your own mother you were sick.” At least telling the same lie would keep his story straight. He avoided looking her in the eyes, he knew she could tell if he was lying just from that. "Usually, when you're sick you stick to me like glue." 

Of course, him lying wouldn't work on her, but he had dug a hole that he couldn't get out of. He decided to use a little bit of truth. Maybe that would help fix things.

"I didn't want to bother you. I'm sorry." It wasn’t quite the truth, but it was a part of why he didn’t tell her.

She brought the food to the table and they ate in silence. Digging in was probably the best way to dodge her questioning. For now, he was glad she seemed to drop it. Something was worrying about that though. She never dropped a subject.

"That doesn't sound like you. What, did something embarrassing happen?"

"What? No! What are you thinking of?" 

"Well, something embarrassing did happen then? Guess I’ll have to give them a call tomorrow."

She let him eat in silence from then on. He was thankful for that. He couldn't tell her; it didn't matter what she chose to believe as long as she didn't know about his sex. He loved his mum, but in his situation, it would be nice if she was more like Katie's. He probably wouldn't even have to worry about telling her. It would be better if he never had to tell her at all though. It would be better if he just went back to normal.

"Well, whatever happens, you have to take care of yourself. You haven't showered in days, have you? Your skin looks incredibly oily and I can smell your deodorant from here."

He had avoided looking at his body since Friday. Showering seemed like it would be hell. Seeing his new body completely naked would be unavoidable, and he couldn't do it. Not after the panic from the change rooms. 

"Have a shower after dinner, kiddo." He could tell that was an order. One that he couldn’t ignore. It was unavoidable.

Grabbing a towel off the rack, he walked to the bathroom. He was glad the doors had locks on them. He began running the water. It was strange how now that he was about to get clean, he noticed how he smelled. He didn't expect to miss the smell of dude’s sweat, but he did. He wasn’t sure how he would do this. Taking his clothes off was the first challenge; even at his most exposed, he’d had at least some clothing on. Now he was going to see it all from a first-person perspective and he wasn’t sure how to handle that.

It was hard for James to shower with his eyes closed. Just seeing a glimpse of what had become of his manhood was enough to make James squeeze his eyes closed for the rest of the shower. He was glad he was still able to breathe after seeing that part of his new anatomy. The warm water went a long way in calming him down. It helped to relieve some of the stress that had been building up during this hell. Cleaning himself was difficult this way, though. His awareness of self was thrown off by the sudden changes to his body. Everything felt out of place, like his entire idea of his body was incompatible with what was now there. It felt like when he hit a growth spurt and his coordination was thrown off by the sudden increase in height. 

Even with his eyes shut he had to clean the worst part of his new body; the two awful lumps on his chest. It was awful that his body had become this. They hurt to the touch, and just lightly scrubbing them hurt so much. The entire experience left him feeling exhausted. He was glad that the water seemed to be keeping him calm, or he would almost certainly be panicking. It felt nice under the water. He just felt warm. His eyes being closed made the experience almost pleasant. 

He didn’t want to get out of the shower. Getting out meant having to fumble around for a towel and avoid the mirror while trying to dry himself off. It felt better to just soak in the warm. He knew he had to get out when he started to feel sleepy.

After almost slipping on the bathroom floor, he realised that he’d have to open his eyes. He tried his best to avoid looking down at his body and he breathed a sigh of relief upon seeing the mirror had fogged up. He grabbed a towel and started drying himself off; he was too tired to think about it anymore. It was time to get to his room and sleep again. There was something about the transformation that just left him tired. When he wanted to sleep, he just fell asleep. At least he was able to avoid thinking too much. He closed the door behind him.

"Finally clean?" his mum called from the living room. He hadn’t anticipated something as simple as just getting to his room after showering to be a threat. In his sleepiness he had even wrapped his towel wrong, leaving his terrible chest exposed. She was only a couple of meters away and he was lucky he was out of her line of sight. 

He bolted to his room.
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After the weekend, things were mostly uneventful. It was odd how despite what had happened on the weekend, nothing seemed to change. Her mum drove her to school, and she went to class. Homeroom was quieter than usual though; she could hear Ben trying to talk to James, but he wasn’t getting much of a response. It seemed like today she wouldn’t have to deal with crap from either of them. She tried to give James a comforting smile, but she wasn’t sure if he saw it.

Classes went by quickly; most of the work was easy, which gave her brain plenty of time to think about James' situation. She had seen weird things happen at this school: food appearing in her bag when she forgot, projectiles being launched by nothing and hitting jerks in the head, and once she swore she’d seen the chairs in the classrooms moving around on their own. She’d even started setting her phone up in her locker to try and catch whatever was causing this on camera, but she hadn’t had much luck. It was hard to find any connections between these phenomena; all the information she had to go off came from her friends and Nick, and none of that had made things any clearer. So far, nothing even close to James’ transformation had happened, which made things even worse. She was being forced to rely on practical solutions to magical problems!

She figured the best thing to do to help James was to talk to Adam. He was always willing to help people he thought needed it, and he was a pro at presenting masculine. He was handsome, his voice was high yet somehow distinctly masculine, and he was confident; any advice Adam had to give would hopefully help James out a lot. Adam passed extremely well; most people probably wouldn't be able to tell he was trans, even if he didn’t see the point in hiding it while still at school. Katie admired that about him; he was proud of who he was. She wanted to be like that. 

Class ended, and she went to her locker and got out her phone. The phone’s battery was almost dead; if she didn’t catch anything today, she would have to try something else. This method wasn’t going to be sustainable in the long run. She hoped it would find something, anything. Especially when sitting right under it was another fucking muesli bar. She reviewed the footage on her way to her friend group. The only thing she learned was that this force or whatever it was might like to mess with people.

Their group hung out where the teachers could see, and they could get food. Teachers at school tended to be pretty good when it came to trans people, even if they were completely oblivious to bullying unless it was pointed out to them. She’d been introduced to this group of people around a month after she’d stopped talking to James. Adam had helped her pick up her books after something (she suspected it might be that force) knocked them out of her hands. Since then she’d been quickly accepted as a part of their group, even if she was the only trans fem person there.

Talking to Adam had to be her priority, not that she minded. There were worse fates than talking to a cute guy. It just sucked that right now it was on behalf of someone else.

"Hey, Adam! I need some advice about passing as a boy," she said. There were probably better ways to word that and better ways to greet someone, but her brain was mush. 

"Sure, but if I may ask why you would want to do that?" 

She wasn't exactly sure how to say her asshole of a friend suddenly got sex-bent, so she decided to do the logical thing and lie. 

"I have a friend that has discovered he might be trans.” Short and sweet and not quite a lie. It worked with what she asked on the weekend.

"Oh, okay, I’m guessing this is what you were asking about yesterday, right? Aside from bras and binders, working out can help with things like chest size and shoulder broadness," he explained. Getting James to work out would be hard. “Also confidence goes a long way.”

“Do you have anything for his voice?

“I’ve been trying this humming method which seems to work? I can send you some links." It was a relief to know she wouldn’t have to figure out how to help James alone. 

"That would be great, Adam!" She was glad that she could count on Adam.

"No problem; let him know that if he needs help, I'm always down to talk."

"I will when I next talk to him," she said with a smile. Adam was kind, but she wasn’t sure how he would be around James. As far as she knew, neither had talked to each other before.

"So how have you been doing with your weirdness hunting?" he asked with genuine curiosity. The way he always asked made her feel valued. She was the first to admit that occasionally she got too into her weirdness-hunting shenanigans; she rambled too much and she could see the boredom on their faces as she tried to finish her thoughts so she could leave them alone. Adam never wore that look of boredom. He always had the softest smile on his face.

It was because of that, that he was one of the few people she’d told about the things she saw going on. When they first met, he’d seemed to believe her story about why she’d dropped her books; he found her story about the invisible force intriguing. She would tell him every time something new happened and he would listen, even occasionally mentioning the odd occurrences he encountered; his encounters tended to be small things, he’d never seen a jerk be hit in the head with a wad of paper, yet he still believed her. Now that she had found something huge, it felt weird not to tell him.

"Something big and weird is going down. That's all I can say. I'm trying to figure it out, so I'll let you know when I have more information," she lied. She wanted to tell him more, but she couldn’t just tell people about James’ situation and it wasn’t like Adam would believe something that big without proof, no matter how open-minded he was to the things she had seen.

"You can't tease me like that, Katie," he joked. "Are you sure you can't give me a few details?" He was attempting the puppy dog eyes; she was tempted to tell him something but resisted the urge. Just because he was cute didn’t mean she would compromise the case.

"It's classified! Though other things have kept happening. I decided to record the inside of my bag to catch what might be delivering the muesli bars into our bags; I forgot lunch today, and guess what?" She realised how quickly she’d changed the topic, and how dorky she must have sounded while rambling.

"What? You realised you need to remember to bring food?" he teased with a smile gracing his face. Sometimes she wanted to slap him for caring about her wellbeing.

"There was a muesli bar. Under my phone. All that happened on the recording was a slight noise. It's ridiculous," she ranted. “Not even on top of the phone, the source of this stuff somehow made it appear under the phone. It has to be fucking with me.”

"Sounds like it; I can’t blame it, though. Seeing you talk about this stuff is pretty cute."

"Hey!” She was blushing furiously. He was such an ass sometimes, she did not deserve this slander. “You can’t just say that!”

“Why not?” He was smirking. 

“Because I’m trying to think.”

“How about you sit down and eat your muesli bar?” She was pretty hungry.

“At least it was a good muesli bar; it had chocolate chips in it," she said. The way it had appeared didn’t seem to make the bar itself paranormal. It was just a regular home brand muesli bar. Nothing on its wrapping or ingredients betrayed any new information about the force at hand. "How about you? Any stupid magic muesli on your end?"

"No surprise snacks, but my voice has been getting deeper. You wouldn't think that only a little bit of practice would provide these kinds of results, though. Maybe it’s related?” She could hear the difference in his voice; it wasn’t major, just a slightly lower pitch with some cracking, but it seemed like a start. His voice already passed for a prepubescent guy, now it sounded like his voice had just started cracking. “My chest has been shrinking as well, but that could just be the working out?" 

She brought her fingers to her chin while she thought about this information. It was possible that this was all the result of training, especially the changes that had started after he started training, but everything seemed way too fast. Adam wasn’t even on testosterone yet; he was still waiting on the incompetent medical system. 

"Did you find a connection, Velma?" he teased.

"It might be related to the classified case," she thought out loud.

"You need to tell me about it when you can. This sounds interesting."
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Nick had never seen James have a panic attack before. The day before hadn’t exactly been special, either, and he couldn’t pinpoint a trigger. Was it something he did? Something he said? He wasn’t sure, but he was worried about it nonetheless. The fact that James didn’t turn up at lunch only made that worry worse. He tried a breathing exercise and went through the more logical explanations; it was right after he'd complimented him on his clean shave, was that what did it? He should have known not to compliment James but he looked so down, it was hard to resist wanting to see him smile. It wasn’t like James resisted his help; maybe he was just stressed in general. Hopefully, there was something he could do.

English yesterday had been oddly quiet without James talking. All he was able to get out of him was an "I'm fine." which Nick could tell was a lie. Maybe his cold or whatever he had, flared up and he couldn't talk. He did say he was sick. That didn’t explain why he wasn’t responding to any messages though. Being sick didn't make you unable to type. Trying to catch up with him the next lesson seemed like the best way to go. Hopefully, James would respond this time.

Walking to class was an anxious experience. He knew things would be fine; there wasn’t anything James could do to him. Except cut him off, leaving him alone, since James was the only person he’d been able to make friends with, who didn’t treat his excitement over his current hyper fixation as something to be mocked. There was nothing James could do except that. Losing the one person who actually listened to his embarrassing rambling wasn't scary at all. James was one of the few people Nick felt comfortable around, he always felt this warmness just from seeing his face. Maybe it was just feeling like someone cared what he was saying that made his face light up while around James. 

The class seemed normal when he got there, normal except for James; the guy looked broken, that cocky smirk he usually wore after homeroom was replaced by a blank and tired expression. It was depressing seeing him like that. Nick sat down next to him and silently hoped that it might help. It didn't seem to.

“Are you okay, mate?”  Nick asked. It wasn’t the most original way to check up on someone but he hoped it would do the trick. Nick liked to think he'd learned to interact with other people his age. Throwing in 'mate' and 'dude' tended to help with being perceived as normal.

James looked at him and then looked back at the desk. No response. That was frustrating.

“James, how are you after yesterday?” Hopefully, James would answer if the question was rephrased. James continued staring at his desk. Maybe a more targetted question would help. “Does your voice hurt or something?” 

James nodded. Finally a response. A non-verbal and not very helpful response but a response nonetheless.

 “Are you going to the library at recess?” Nick hoped James would give something substantial here. Going to the library without him seemed like a recipe for disaster. 

James shrugged a resigned shrug. His expression looked hopeless like he'd just let whatever happened, happen. Nick wanted to hug the guy; it might not have been the best idea, but seeing this usually very loud guy suddenly be so quiet was a shock. He wanted James to be his usual self again. Lunch yesterday had been boring with just Ben and Lachie; there was no one to balance them out. The way they played off each other was always amusing to watch, but now it was two guys just flaming with no buffer, no banter. It would be easier if Nick was able to bounce off the others but he hadn’t figured out how to do that yet. It seemed to come naturally to Ben, James and Lachie, but Nick just couldn't figure it out. How did they not worry about messing it up? What if he went too far? 

“Would it be okay if I hung out with you then?”

James seemed shocked. Nick didn’t really get why. Didn’t it make sense to be worried about your friends? After yesterday, it sure seemed like he should be worried. James didn’t get to answer before the teacher started calling roll. It was hard to focus on his work when he wasn’t able to talk to anyone. Usually, he’d talk to James to figure out how to structure things. There were so many thoughts going through his head. When it came to doing his work he could never find a way to structure it without talking it through with someone else, and James was great for that since he often needed a little bit of help. Now that there was no buffer between his ideas and what he needed to write down for his work. On top of that, he was worried about James, which didn't help with trying to figure out how to get his work done since he kept thinking about James, who wouldn’t tell him what was wrong. There were also his own anxieties he needed to deal with, as they wouldn't shut up. There was just too much going on. Way too much.

Nick closed his eyes and laid his head in his arms. Blocking some visual stimuli would hopefully help matters. He just had to organise things. Just had to try and separate his thoughts into pieces that he could deal with. 

The issue that was taking up the most amount of brain space was James. Something he had no control over and that he couldn’t understand unless James would answer his questions. Which he didn't seem inclined to do anytime soon.

Classwork took up the other space. Arranging sentences to create paragraphs, to create a structure to make a persuasive piece that would hopefully be legible. That would be a pain. Trying to argue was never his strong suit. There was so much about the subject he’d been given that selecting what to put in was paralysing. It didn’t help that his one friend in the class wasn’t talking and he wasn’t sure why meaning he wasn't able to structure anything.

Maybe it was time to just ask James about what they were doing at recess again. Hopefully, he would answer this time. He gave James a nudge. He hadn’t written much either, it seemed.

“Is it okay to hang out with you at recess?” 

James looked at him without the look of shock from earlier. That was a relief at least. He shrugged again. Nick decided to take that as a yes.

At the end of the class, James had no idea where to go. Maybe he had never thought about where he would go if he couldn't go to the library anymore. Nick followed James to his locker, where they had stood in silence for around a minute. It made sense that he wouldn’t have a backup plan. James was a central part of their group, while Nick was an add-on. He probably didn’t think he would ever not be hanging out with them, which led Nick to believe that the decision to avoid the library was an abrupt one.

“Do you know where you're going?”

James shook his head sheepishly. That was a look he’d never seen James wear, sheepish and -- was he blushing? Nick had never seen that before either. Why did James have to act cute? Why did he have to think James was cute? Before he could try and process what he had just felt, he had already put those thoughts in the ‘feelings Nick can’t deal with’ box. 

“How about you follow me.” There were a couple of places people didn’t tend to go around the school. Melody’s tree was probably his favourite. People seemed to actively avoid it for some reason. It was out of the way, down near the back of the oval, sure, but a lot of places around the oval were filled with people. He had wound up at the tree a couple of times, mostly when he was overstimulated by the group whining and yelling, or when he needed to get away from the slurs they liked to throw around. He knew they were often applied to him, and getting away at least allowed him to keep himself as a part of that group without crying in front of them. 

Upon arriving at the tree, Nick instantly felt calmer. The calm aura surrounding the tree was something that there was no real explanation for. At least, not one that he could find. It just felt nice. Hopefully, it would make James feel better, even if for Nick it was just some dumb pavlovian response that had nothing to do with the tree itself and was more just a response to being away from the things that were making him uncomfortable. 

“Are you able to tell me what's wrong?”

Surprisingly, James responded.

“Sore throat,” he said with obviously fake hoarseness, that probably meant he didn’t want to talk about it. The guy just couldn’t lie well at all and he knew it. He was looking at the ground guiltily, like a kid who got caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Why did he have to make Nick feel butterfly in his stomach? The ‘Feelings Nick Can’t Deal With’ box was getting full quickly today.

“Okay, if you need anything, let me know?” 

He nodded.

“Do you want to just use nodding and head shaking? I’ll only ask things with yes or no questions,” Nick asked. Even if James wouldn’t tell him what was going on, it would at least be nice to communicate in some way.

James smiled and nodded. A smile was good to see. He looked a little more like his usual self. His usual handsome self, with a cute smile. Now he just needed his usual demeanour back and things might be fine. Even if it did mean they would eventually have to go back to the library. For now, things would be fine. 

“Are you okay with me talking?”

He nodded enthusiastically this time. A smile, closer to the one he normally wore, graced his face. It took all Nick had to stop himself from blushing
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James couldn’t explain what had happened to his feelings. One minute he was panicking and having an intense battle with himself over whether or not to allow Nick to get close to him, worrying that if he did hang out with Nick he would be found out. The next minute, he was under the tree Nick had brought him to and completely calm. It was unsettling, having all your fear and panic suddenly disappear, and then not being able to panic about your panic disappearing. It was even worse because he knew his fear was valid. Nick had already noticed his facial hair’s disappearance; it was only a matter of time until he noticed the disgusting lumps of fat that he wasn’t convinced were effectively hidden under three layers of clothes. He didn’t want to think about how he would survive in the summer. It would be way too hot in a hoodie.

He liked to think he was handling things well while distancing himself from everyone. He was totally happy with Ben talking to him like he was a brick wall and trying to figure out why his heart beat faster when Katie smiled at him or why he thought her eyes were pretty. Okay, maybe he was lonely. That didn’t mean it was okay to risk being found out. He had to suffer quietly for his safety and Nick didn’t seem willing to let him. It was worse now that he was thinking things through calmly because the logical and rational response was to ignore Nick, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It was nice to be around him and he wanted to hear Nick talking. Maybe if James didn’t talk, it would be fine. 

The way Nick talked about the things he was excited about was interesting. He had this childish kind of positivity around him that James only saw when they walked to the library or talked without the other two. It was nice to see that positivity, especially when he was feeling like crap. It almost made James forget that he wasn’t in the library. As much as he made fun of Ben and Lachie, they were his friends. Sure, Lachie might be a weeb, and Ben was an asshole, but they were his weeb and asshole. They were the two that hung out with him. Who played with him when he didn’t have anything to do. They were funny and never afraid to say what they thought. It was respectable and let him be honest.

Maybe it was best to just focus on Nick. Or on nothing. Nick was obsessed with a MOBA at the moment. Maybe once everything was fixed, James could play it with him. If it got fixed. That was a sad thought. Whatever was keeping him calm didn’t stop him from feeling depressed. What would he do if it never got fixed? Thinking about that without spiralling wasn’t something he’d been able to do before. He’d probably have to tell his mum eventually. The doctor said he would go through things that only his mum would be able to help him with. Would he have a mum after that? She had always been so focused on raising him to be a good man that him becoming a girl would be the biggest punch in the gut to her. Would he have to live like a girl? It was better to focus on Nick for now. He wouldn’t be telling his mum until it was absolutely necessary.

Lunch ended without Nick noticing anything. They’d agreed to meet up by the tree at lunch. Without his panic being forced out of him, he was still surprisingly calm. Maybe it was just having someone to listen to during lunch that let him relax a bit. Nick didn’t seem to notice anything about his body. It made sense that someone would come to the more obvious conclusion of shaving and sickness than spontaneous gender change. That didn’t mean he was eager to talk again or to give anyone a reason to notice things, but it at least meant maybe he could get away with some things. He could answer to roll. Speak short sentences if he had to and curse under his breath when he stubbed his toe. The important stuff. 

Lunch flew by now that he was distracted by Nick; the school day ended soon after that. He wasn’t as excited about going home as he thought he would be. The bus ride was quiet as a bus ride could be with thirty kids on board. Usually, he would message his mates on the way home to organise what they would play. Now he didn’t see the point in trying. He could message them, sure, but it wasn’t like he could play with them; as soon as he got home, he would go to bed and avoid thinking about the day, about his body and about missing his friends.  He wanted to go back in time a week and play with them again, talk normally with them again. It was nice to take out some of his frustrations on random Internet strangers with his mates. Talking to them was probably more risky than talking to Nick, though. Even if Nick’s reaction in his nightmare was the scariest, it was probably unlikely; Nick wouldn’t suddenly be attracted to him if he found out. The reaction from Ben and Lachie would probably also be different from what it had been in the nightmare; they probably weren’t going to be revolted, they were going to be sexist. That is if they accepted he was a girl at all. Ben might start treating him like they had treated Katie. As someone that wasn’t a man or a woman. Just a freak. The best-case scenario would be that he started being condescending like he was to any girl who had the misfortune of playing with him. It was something that had always been a pain about playing with Ben; you couldn’t let him be around girls since he was so fucking bad with them. James didn’t know how Lachie would react. He was awful with girls, but differently; he tended to clam up since he knew most of the gross shit he talked about wasn’t exactly what girls wanted to hear about. 

The driveway was empty when he arrived; his mum wasn’t home. He wouldn’t have to endure questions about his day for another couple of hours. Climbing into bed seemed like a good plan. He didn't get tired after school before this hell, but he wasn’t going to complain about being able to avoid his problems. It was a relief to take off his bra; he could see why girls hated those things. They really made it hard to breathe. The covers were warm and he quickly found himself drifting off to sleep.

“I knew we shouldn’t have let her play with us,” Ben spat through his mic. James knew they had been playing a game together, though he couldn’t remember what game, or how it was played. 

“Who?” James asked, but it wasn’t his voice that came out of his mouth. It was pretty, and feminine, even after his body had changed it never sounded like that, there were girly intonations. He sounded like a bimbo.

“You, Jane.” Jane, since when, was he Jane? Since when did they know? The screen of his laptop was barely readable, he didn’t even know what they were playing. 

“Ben, what’s going on?” He didn’t want to sound scared, but his voice didn’t seem to care. It sounded like a scared girl. He felt so weak. 

“See, Lachie, she doesn’t even know what's going on!”

“That’s not my fault, you’re the one that wanted to play with a girl,” Lachie responded.

“Yeah, but you're the one who wanted that slut to play with us.”

“Can you blame me, she’s hot and she said she played games. I didn’t expect her to be that useless.”

The two argued in front of James. Which he found odd since they were talking over mic just a minute ago. Weren’t they? More importantly, why were they acting like this?

“Aren’t we friends?” his body sobbed. The control he felt over his body was minimal. One thought about whether they were friends had his body respond by starting to sob. It was more like watching a girl through her eyes, whose actions were only slightly linked to his own. Sure, he was freaking out about being trapped in this body and about the fact that his friends didn’t seem to think he’d ever been a guy. 

“Just because you’re fucking our mate doesn’t mean we are friends.” Ben had always been the jealous kind of guy. James had talked to very few girls in the past, and every time Ben would get jealous that girls didn’t hate him. Now the question was, who was Ben jealous of now? Who had Jane been dating? He found it best to distance himself from the body. It would be easier to not freak out if he pretended he was just watching things through an unrelated girl's eyes. 

“Leave her alone.” Of course, she was dating Nick. It hurt knowing that he would be seeing him as a girl. 

Before they responded, James felt warm and weightless. He looked up to see Nick. His tanned skin looked good in the sunlight and his eyes were as warm as ever. Jane reached up and ruffled his hair. It pissed him off. Why did he have to be dating a guy?

“It’s not polite to distract me while I’m carrying you, James,” Nick said with a smug smile. It felt like a spell had been broken, James felt like he was in control of his body again. So, why was that smile making his heart pound? Why was Nick making that face? He never made that face.  

 “You called me James!” His voice was still that feminine voice from earlier, but he was too excited to care. Someone remembered his name.  Someone saw him as a guy. 

“Of course I do, I wasn’t going to forget my boyfriend's name.” Nick leaned in closer. Strangely, James didn’t feel like moving.  

James woke up covered in sweat once again. He didn't know if that was the result of the nightmare or something new to do with his body? He hadn’t had nightmares this targeted before. They usually didn’t make him want to cry when he woke up. Why was it always Nick? Why couldn’t he be dating a cute girl like Katie? They were his dreams. Why did Nick keep coming into his head?

“Dinner’s ready,” his mum called. He was glad to be worried about something else. Introspection was not his strong suit.
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 The idea of calling James was one she was unsure of. It had been four days since the weekend, and the only contact they’d had was the brief exchange of smiles during homeroom. It was better than things could have been; Ben had been ignoring her and James seemed to be helping with that. Bigots tended to be quiet when they didn’t have any backup. She was glad James wasn’t giving him that anymore. Beyond that, though, she was worried about him. It was hard to imagine what he was going through. She’d suffered through dysphoria her whole life, and she had learnt how to cope with the huskiness in her voice and her broad shoulders. James had none of the time to get used to it. He was alone and trying to deal with sudden dysphoria he’d never had before. It was depressing seeing him so empty at school, even if it did mean he wasn’t trying to get a response out of her. Maybe he was getting used to it; he'd seemed to perk up after Tuesday. 

With only a day until the weekend, she figured it was time to call him. Even if it might be awkward, it would probably be good to know how he was holding up. She went to his contact details and hit call, hoping he wouldn’t find it weird.

"Hey, Katie," he answered. That was a good start. No ‘why are you calling me?’ that she would have expected when they used to be friends. His voice was still in that higher register from the weekend. That probably wasn’t good. 

"Hi, James, how are you holding up? Sorry, I haven’t heard from you since the weekend." She hoped that didn’t sound guilt-trippy. 

"I'm fine, aside from the fact that my dick is still gone, I still have boobs, and the fact that I'm having to avoid my friends at school." 

She breathed a sigh of relief. It was funny how his cynicism was such a good indicator of his well being. At least he was surviving. Even if things hadn’t gone back to normal.

"No one’s found out yet or anything?" Important questions had to come first, she thought. If she wanted to help him, it was important to know the crucial information. 

"Not yet. I had some trouble the other day with Mum, though. Like an idiot, I had a shower. I am not making that mistake again." Katie hadn’t even thought about stuff like that. She probably should have, considering all the things she’d had to hide from her mums and friends over the years. Hiding dresses was harder than you’d expect. She was glad her mums were supportive when she did come out.

“Shit, are you okay?” 

“She didn’t find out, but I’m not showering when she’s around again. This body is so annoying, Katie.” He sounded exhausted. “I’m not even going to tell you how the actual shower went. I had my eyes closed the whole time.”  

“I’ve done that before,” she said. She hoped knowing he wasn’t alone would provide some comfort. Even if it was only a little bit. Closing your eyes while showering was a classic for avoiding confronting the body you’ve been cursed with, whether that curse was literal or figurative. 

"How are you, Katie? Any news?" She was surprised to hear him asking her that. Since when did he care about how she was? He didn’t when they were friends before.

“Not much, I don’t think. Mum keeps asking if you’ve done something again. I tried to ask Adam about stuff that might be able to help.” Since the weekend, her Mum had been asking a lot about him. When the kid who has been attacking your child suddenly seems friendly again, it was bound to raise questions. Questions Katie had no clue how to answer.

“Sorry.” He sounded guilty. Had he been replaced with someone else? There was no way James would apologise. 

“It’s fine,” she reassured him. “He recommended working out and some voice exercises. I’ll send you the links.”

“That would be great!” There was something hopeful in his voice. As he had just found out he wouldn’t be stuck like this forever. She hoped he would be right; she hoped she wouldn’t be stuck in a stagnant body of her own forever either.

“How have you been coping at school? Have you been alone?” If he was, it should be fine to invite him to hang out with her and Adam. Adam would understand what he was going through, even if they likely wouldn’t get along at first. He might be one of the only people in the school that could give him some solid advice.  

"Nah, I don’t know why, but Nick has been sitting with me over at some weird tree near the oval. I can’t respond, but he’s been able to keep me company." He sounded almost embarrassed. She didn’t know why.

Maybe she could invite them both over; she had talked to Nick before. He was a sweet dude who was into the whole mystery stuff as well. He'd tell her about this force that kept tripping him or pushing him over. It was neat; she had never been able to figure out why he hung out with James and his friends, though. They tended not to take kindly to people who had hearts, or brains. Getting them both away from those toxic people would be good for them both. Maybe she’d even be able to stop seeing James as one of them.

"You should talk to him. He's more likely to notice you being incredibly quiet than he is to notice a slight pitch change.” Her idea would need to be brought up later. For now, focusing on him not isolating himself was a more important goal.

"See, Katie. That’s probably true and logical. It doesn’t change the fact that the only person I’ve had a proper conversation with since this happened, is you." 

“Really? Talk to Nick tomorrow, please.” Nick was probably freaking out. Based on the few interactions she’d had with him, he wasn’t the best at keeping his train of thought on track. From experience that led to anxiety. 

“I can’t.” His voice suddenly got a lot quieter. 

“You can’t? Why not?” Her concern was growing.

“Promise not to laugh,” he asked quietly. Her worries about him being replaced were starting to resurface.  

“I promise,” she reassured him. She needed to see where this was going.

“He keeps showing up in my nightmares.” That was less ridiculous than he had hinted it to be.

“You’ve had more?”

“Yeah, none as bad as the first one, but they keep happening. You and Nick are always involved somehow.” That was a little bit more embarrassing.

“In what way are we involved?”

“I am not going to say.” He was embarrassed which meant Nick and her were always involved in some way that’s embarrassing or uncomfortable. Now the question is should she ask more questions and embarrass him or leave it be?

“Then why can you still talk to me?” Embarrassing him was too good to pass up. After what he'd put her through, he could survive a little taunting.

“Because you’re a girl.” He paused for a second and she tried to let that sink in. “Oh fuck.”

There was a lot for her to unpack there. First, there was the euphoria of James acknowledging her as a girl. He had been using her name and pronouns but he hadn’t called her a girl before. Second, her being a girl shouldn’t make him less uncomfortable. James was awkward around girls, even on the rare occasion he talked to them. Thirdly, what would be happening in those dreams that he would find prefer with a girl than with a guy? James was straight, as far as she knew. Which meant he would... 

“You’ve been having naughty dreams about us!” she gasped. It was a shocking thought.

“What, no!”

“Then what is it, James?” She demanded answers. This was serious.

“Mostly like romantic stuff. He called me his boyfriend in one of them. Do you know how uncomfortable that is, as a straight guy?” he rambled. She wanted to laugh at him, but she was still in shock about the fact that he was having romance dreams.

“Katie, this is serious.”

“You are having romantic dreams! It’s not that big a deal. My question is, why am I in them?”

“I don’t know! You’re one of the only girls I know I guess?” Katie heard the faint sound of a door being opened and closed. “This is the first time I’ve been relieved to have Mum come home since this started,” he sighed. 

“You have to go?” 

“Yeah, it was nice talking to you, Katie. Please don’t tell anyone about this.” He sounded sincere. She knew what had happened to him, but what had changed his personality? She hoped it wasn’t a transformation effect.

“Talk to Nick tomorrow. Stay safe, James.”

“I will. Goodnight.” 
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James knew he needed to start talking again. The school days had started to feel longer and longer, as he understood less and less of what was going on. He hadn't ever thought that being unable to ask questions or talk to the teachers would set him behind so gosh darn much.  It's not like he was stupid; he'd thought he would be fine just listening to the teachers lecturing, but he wasn't. He needed engagement, he needed something to talk about in order to learn. He'd always taken Lachie being in his classes for granted, but without him asking questions, James wasn't able to teach and learn alongside him. Short phrases when necessary weren't going to help him understand Science. He had no clue how he was going to get through his persuasive speech presentation when he couldn’t talk or even write the damn thing. Without chatting, he was struggling to put pen to paper. 

The choice to talk or not needed to be resolved quickly; English was the next period, which meant the already large list of things to think about when it came to Nick, needed to be carefully considered and panicked about. He'd been agonising over the decision of whether to talk to Nick since he’d talked to Katie. Now it seemed like if he didn't start talking to him soon, he might fail an assignment, simply because he couldn't think straight which sucked, because it would lead to questioning by his mum and teachers which could lead to the eventual reveal and that is not how he wanted people to find out; he'd rather, well, he didn't know how he'd rather have people find out.  The excuse of being sick was falling apart as well; it worked great to avoid the awkwardness of talking but he couldn't just claim to be sick as an excuse to why he failed. Not to mention there was a time limit on how long it would work. He couldn’t be sick forever unless he could find a reason to get his vocal cords removed (an idea he found pretty tempting).

On the other hand, he didn't want to talk, even if it meant falling behind and failing. The nightmares had made him acutely aware of everything he did and said around people. He was worried Nick would notice his awkwardness and pry for answers that James didn't want to provide. If he stayed quiet, those fears could be silenced; no talking meant lying, no lying meant no forgetting how to form a convincing sentence. He knew it was irrational justification, a way to avoid freaking out over talking, but it was getting to a point where he was stressing himself out more by not talking. He’d noticed Nick had lost steam over the last couple of days. There was only so much you could talk about to a barely responsive person. It was obvious he was trying, which only made James feel worse for not responding. He wished Nick would just leave him to hang out with the others a couple of times, just so he wouldn’t be dragged down by James’ downer vibe. If he wanted to feel better about that and keep Nick around, he needed to talk. He needed to listen to Katie's advice.  He just had to figure out what to do by next period.

Nick sat beside him in English and he still had no clue what he was going to say or do. Before all of this, they would talk to pass the time during class; sometimes it was on topic. Sometimes it wasn't. It made the class feel less boring and, as he had found out, it was necessary to him learning and getting his work done. He wanted to start a conversation. Like he used to, but he still couldn't figure out what to say to someone you’ve been giving the silent treatment to. He hadn’t even opened his mouth before Nick turned to him.

"Are we hanging out at Melody's tree again?" he asked. James didn’t know what Melody’s tree was. This was probably the best time to test the waters of talking, though. Worst case scenario, he could just clam up again and wait for Nick to finally get sick of him and fail all his classes and deal with any questions that come with that.

"Whose tree?" he asked cautiously.

"James! You said something! I thought you'd just nod!" He sounded so genuine and excited. He hadn’t heard that kind of excitement since Nick took him to the tree. Why did it make him so happy?

“Yay. I’m talking again,” he managed in his best attempt at a quiet monotone. His voice wasn't noticed; maybe Nick had forgotten what James used to sound like. It was hard hiding how relieved he was about Nick not noticing, and how delighted he was about having interactions beyond just looking at Nick while he adorably rambled about something. Now the problem was getting his brain to stop thinking of Nick as adorable.

"Melody's tree, it's the one we've been hanging out at. You know, with the plaque on it?"

Of course, Nick would have read the engraving. Knowing the tree was dedicated to someone weirded him out, and he wasn't sure why. Maybe it was that they'd been under her tree and he didn't even know it was hers. Maybe it was because he'd started seeing it as a place for him and Nick.

“Oh, yeah, I'll be there,” he said quietly. It was a struggle to stop himself from grinning. The name of the place didn't matter as long as he wasn't alone.

The class flew by. He felt more productive than he had in that entire week. With Nick helping him think about things, they both managed to get a couple of paragraphs written. It was nice to feel productive again. James tried to keep his voice down; just because no one had noticed yet didn't mean it was a good idea to be as loud as he used to be. Nick didn't seem to notice or bring it up, so he hoped it was fine. 

They walked with each other to their lockers and followed their usual routine silently, which James thought was weird since they were talking in class. It wasn't the worst silence, though; being around Nick, even when he wasn't talking was a nice experience. The silence continued when they got to the tree. Melody’s tree, despite its unsettling calmness, had become a legitimately safe place where he felt he could exist without anxiety and not just because he was incapable of worrying while there. It was a calm silence. He was sad he had to disrupt it. 

"Thanks, Nick." Thanking him seemed like the only appropriate thing. He'd been bottling up the sentiment since Nick had begun following him to the tree. He could have been hanging out with anyone. It wasn't like people around the school didn’t like him, and yet he hung out with James, who still couldn’t figure out why. "For hanging out with me."

"It's no problem, it's good to hear you talking again, mate." Why did Nick have to be so nonchalant about this? If it was Ben, he'd say something like 'You should be thankful I hung out with your mute ass.' Why was Nick acting like James hadn't done something wrong? Was it pity or something? "I've never heard you go so long without talking. Did you lose your voice?"

"I guess you could say that. Talking just hurt for a bit"

"So why haven't you been responding in group chats? I mean your voice hurting doesn't stop you from messaging us."

"I'm sorry. I've been sleeping a lot lately; I haven't felt like checking my phone." The truth was far easier to say than a well-practised lie.  

"It's okay, are you okay?" Nick said.

"I'm fine, I'm just glad to talk to someone."

Conversations quickly turned to games. Nick loved talking about the things he was playing, and James was just happy to talk and ask questions. Nick was an amazing storyteller, even if he was just talking about his experiences in a game. James thought that after a week he might have become bored of his stories and explanations, but he never did. It was disappointing that before they could finish their conversations, the bell rang. Just as he was able to properly get into a conversation it would be forced to end. It felt like the world was conspiring against him. 

Classes were dull. There was no one to talk to, no one to listen to aside from the teachers who tended to take on a ‘give them worksheets or reading to do’ approach. He'd always hated Maths for that reason.  Trying to get as many maths problems as possible done in an hour was hard, not to mention boring as all hell. Especially when he couldn't talk to or work with others. He kept silently begging for the class to end.

When lunch finally came around, he wondered how he had kept his mouth shut for a week. He was so ready to tell Nick about how boring those classes were. How did other people do it? Nick had different plans for conversations, though. As soon as James sat down he picked up from the end of their last conversation. Why did he have to be so endearing in his excitability? 

"Why don't you play with me tonight?" Nick asked. "There is no school tomorrow, so we can pull an all-nighter and I can teach you how to play."

James couldn't say no to his excited friend. The look on Nick's face was not one he could resist. After the last week of quiet, he didn't mind being dragged into a new game.

School ended and he caught the bus. It was unsurprising that his mum wasn't at home. He'd learned that getting home when she wasn't around, it was time to shower. He’d gotten pretty good at not looking at his body over the last couple of days. Ignoring the look of it was becoming second nature. What he couldn’t ignore was the feeling of his body. Cleaning it felt wrong. Touching his face felt wrong. Wearing a bra felt wrong. He prefered the roughness that his face used to have, and the scraggly sideburns that had taken him way too long to grow. Missing those things had turned to thoughts that were probably dangerous. He didn’t want to scratch his face with sandpaper, but he was also starting to think it wasn’t the worst idea. 

Another thing he’d gotten pretty good at was speed showering, a sport where the participant has to clean themselves until they don’t smell like rotting garbage in the shortest time possible. A round ends when they are comfortably dry and wrapped in clothes that are way too big for them since they can’t stand looking at their body. Cutting down on the time between undressing and redressing was tough, but he’d managed to cut it down in a couple of major ways, the biggest of which was bringing his clothes to the bathroom with him; a trick which would have saved him from almost flashing his mum on Monday. There were only so many ways for him to realise he wasn’t the know-it-all he thought he was a week ago. 

He was glad when he got a notification from Nick to pull him out of the depressive spiral he was probably going to fall into again; those tended to happen after showering. 

Nick: Hey, are you still up for playing?

James: sure wanna call?

A week of not talking had left him eager to blab with his mates. If Nick wasn’t going to bring anything up, then he’d try and ignore how much he hated his new voice.

Nick: sure

The calling sound played, and he heard Nick's voice on the other end. Nick had told him about what happened in the game over the week. That didn’t mean that he had a clue about what to do, though. James wasn’t a MOBA fan; they tended to be a little too tedious when he could be playing something a bit more shooty.  He had only seen a little bit about it before he decided to isolate himself. He was glad Nick seemed happy to help him out even if it was embarrassing to accept. At least Nick didn't mock him for it. It took a couple of games to get a hold of how to play properly, but he felt like he was getting better. It helped that Nick was trying to learn a new character, so they were only playing against bots. James didn’t even notice when Mum got home. He hoped she’d leave him alone like she usually did.  

“You’re picking this up quickly, dude!”  Nick said. His excitability was contagious when it wasn’t getting overshadowed by flaming and frustration. “Wanna try some casual games with some of my online friends?”

After only talking to Nick and Katie at all in the past week, the idea of talking with random people who he would likely never meet sounded good. 

"Not with Ben and Lachie, right?" James clarified.

"Nah, they are playing something else in another chat."

"Sure, why not?"

With Nick giving instructions, he felt more confident playing. Nick was so patient and helped him understand the basics. He encouraged the good but didn't flame him for the bad plays he made. It was a completely different experience than playing with Ben, who would flame at the slightest provocation. Nick's online friends seemed cool as well, though they hadn't been playing together very long. It was also nice to see a more casual part of a game like this. They weren’t trying to win as much as they were just trying to have fun. It was nice. 

"I'm guessing your girlfriend is new, Nick? She's not bad for a newbie," one of them said. James was tempted to shut down his computer and never log on again. Instead, he muted himself. They might have been in the middle of a game, but he didn’t want these people to hear what he knew was about to happen. The terrifying familiarity of his chest feeling tight and his breath quickening was enough to tip him off. Being called a girl by someone he didn't know was enough to make him feel like he couldn't breathe. Would all strangers eventually see him as a girl? Did he really sound as feminine as he thought? Why did the guy have to specify girlfriend as well? He'd spent the last day trying to ignore the nightmares, and now he was mistaken for Nick’s girlfriend. There was no universe in which this wouldn't set him off. He needed to get away from the computer. He needed to get some air. None of this would be happening if he was still a guy. Why was he so emotional now? Was it girl hormones or something?

"His name is James, and he is a dude. We aren't dating." Hearing Nick say that brought him back to reality. Nick didn't know anything. Nick wouldn't find out about anything. These people were strangers who knew nothing about James' past and thought he was a girl. That had to happen to other guys at some point, right? It had happened before his voice dropped. It would be fine if they would just take Nick's word for it. Trying to calm himself down didn't seem to be helping much.

"Oh sorry, James, I thought it was like Jane or something, Nick's mic is muffled." His friend's apology acknowledged that he was a guy. It wasn't a debatable thing. It would be fine. No one would call him a girl again.

"It's okay," he mumbled breathily. He didn't want anyone to hear how much he had been panicking.

James tried to focus on the game. He needed to focus on the game. He muted himself so he could concentrate on the game. Everything else would become a blur if he could just focus on the game, instead of the massive amount of fear that he was trying to keep under control. Concentrating was all he had to do until he won. Which his team did, despite James refusing to talk or unmute himself to ask questions. Everyone acted as if nothing had happened. As if this was just a normal game. But James didn't feel like it was. His heart was beating out of his chest. He needed to lay down. He needed a break from constantly worrying.

"Hey, kiddo, dinner's ready!" 

Another worry to add to the pile. Would he be able to avoid his mum noticing things?  He quickly said bye to Nick, despite Nick trying to ask something, and logged off for the night. The baggy clothes he wore were at least comfortable and good at their job of hiding his messed up body. Being at the table with Mum wasn't where he wanted to be; in bed hiding from the world and the terrifying reality that he had found himself in seemed like a far better option but he was hungry. Famished even. He remembered eating when he got home, yet he felt like he hadn't eaten all day. It felt like the weekend all over again. The plates on the table seemed irresistible even if it did mean having to sit down and listen to his mum talk about something he didn't care about. 

“I see you’ve kept up the shaving routine.”

His stomach protested him putting down his food but he knew he would throw up if he ate any more. It was all catching up to him again. She'd noticed and pointed out his lack of facial hair again. He quickly excused himself so he could run to his room before everything fully set in. This feeling was just the beginning; soon he'd be hyperventilating. He couldn't do that in front of his mum.

 The day had started so well. He’d been able to talk to Nick. He’d had fun and felt normal again, but two comments took that all away. Now he was panicking again. There was no way he could keep this up forever. People would find out. He'd never be a guy again, and his body would never be his again. He expected the rapid breathing and chest pain, but they never came. It was if he was suddenly calm like his fate was sealed and there was nothing he could do about it. He took off the extra layers he was wearing and crawled into bed where he could be alone. The temporary calm disappeared as tears ran down his face and he began sobbing. Gasping for breaths between sobs as he tried to stay quiet.
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Sitting under the tree with Nick and Katie was something he had never believed would happen. Yet here he was. Sure, he couldn’t make out what they were saying, but simply being around them was nice. Even the blurred-out figure sitting next to them wasn’t enough to make him uncomfortable. The three people in front of him all seemed to be getting along well enough, so why question it? Especially when the unease he had been feeling since this all started was finally gone. His body felt like his again. Before he knew it, he had his phone out and was looking at the camera. The facial hair he had wanted back had returned and was now more full than it had ever been, there was a bit of stubble above his upper lip and his eyebrows were back to their original shape. It was perfect. He just felt right again.

It was nice to have something other than nightmares. Even if the dream was shorter than any of the nightmares he had experienced due to all of this garbage, and even if it only left him feeling worse about his current predicament. He wanted to just lay there, and try to remember that feeling of rightness from that dream while ignoring the body he was currently stuck in. His body had different plans; he wanted breakfast. Needing to eat half his weight in cereal was something he didn’t know if he could get used to. He still hadn’t been able to figure out why he had been so goddamn hungry since this had all started. Weren’t girls supposed to have smaller appetites? Because if so, his body hadn’t got the memo. 

The usual routine of throwing on an oversized hoodie and walking out to the living room didn’t change on weekends. As long as he didn’t have to wear his bra he figured it would at least be comfortable while not risking being found out. He didn’t plan on being out there for long, he just needed to look out the windows in the living room to see if Mum was home. If she wasn’t, he was golden; he could eat out there, then hide in his room again. If she was home, then he was going back to sleep, regardless of what his gut wanted.

After he confirmed that he was, in fact alone, it was time to make a breakfast that even he couldn't mess up: cereal. Just milk and grain. He just hoped it would sate his hunger. The cereal was in the cupboard, probably high enough that he couldn't reach it, since his mum loved to put things where she thought they looked best instead of where they were practical. It was fine for her. She wasn't a short-ass who had been waiting on a growth spurt for three goddamn years. One that might never come now that he was a chick. The stool he had bought last month had proved itself to be a valuable asset. He didn't even bother pouring milk at this point; as soon as he got the stool to reach the cereal, he started shovelling handfuls into his mouth. By the time he was done, he had finished the box and was still hungry. He wished he could cook.

Now it was time to find something to do. If he couldn't eat the rest of the house, the best he could do was distract himself. Showering was definitely on the agenda, but after that, he had no clue. There had to be something to watch, or do that didn't involve talking to other people, right? That dream had made him feel a little better after last night's sobbing into his pillow session, but he wasn't exactly hyped to call others again. Still, maybe he could put a dent in his games library; there were a couple of games he'd been meaning to play but never got the chance to. All that took was booting up the computer. Which would immediately open Discord? Which would remind him he couldn’t talk to people. Which would remind him of how lonely he felt. 

He needed to get control of these spiralling thoughts somehow. For now, he just had to put them aside and just deal with whatever happened. The computer booted up and almost immediately he got a notification from Discord.

Nick: Hey, James. The others want to play with you. I know this might be a bit to ask since you seem to be avoiding them, but can you please play with them? 

Isolation might have to wait. If Nick was asking, it meant the other two were hounding him or flaming hard as usual. Hopefully, a couple of team deathmatches would make them back off. Besides, it would (hopefully) be nice to talk to them again. He kind of missed them. Nick was amazing and sweet, but he didn't have an edge. There wasn't as much banter, something he was surprised he didn’t miss as much as he thought he would.

James: Sure, I'll just wake up properly first.

He took a deep breath in and tried to keep himself calm. Ben, Lachie and Nick were already in a call. He just had to press a button and join them. It said they were in-game, so they probably wouldn’t notice until he said something.

He pressed the button, joined the call and the little alert noise played. Hearing  Lachie and Ben arguing was kind of nostalgic. It was nice to know not much had changed.

"Ben, stop hogging the health, dumbass," Lachie ordered. Ben was notorious for his “me, me, me” attitude. 

"I need it, you just need to keep me alive and we win," Ben snapped back.

"I can't keep you alive if I'm fucking dead, dumbass."

"You're the one that walked out into the open. It's your fault you need health." That also sounded about right. Lachlan had no idea when to go in. They were probably lucky he was alive at all.  

"Ben, can you please give him a med-pack?  More will spawn soon and we need Lachie to not die." Nick was trying to get a handle on them. James certainly didn’t miss playing intermediary.

"Shut up, Nick. Why don't you help him?"

"Because I am half-dead too and you have all the med packs!" Nick was getting angry; that didn't happen often. He was tempted to just watch this all play out. Even though he knew he shouldn’t. 

“Calm down. Ben, stop wanking yourself off and share the med packs. An amazing player like you would never take damage.” He hoped the sarcasm he was trying to pour into his words was coming across. Ben probably wouldn’t get it; he probably only heard “amazing player”.

“Fuck, when did you get here? Get in here next round, these randos suck.” Lachie had this weird way of making everything he said sound like an order.

“I’ll give them some but I’m not getting them back to full,” Ben sulked. “They got themselves hurt by not listening.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” James said dismissively. 

While waiting for those three to finish their game, James figured it was time to check out what the others had been doing in the group chat for the last week. He’d seen notifications, mostly the usual stuff; setting up games, talking shit, and the occasional whining about girls. Seeing it with fresh eyes, they looked pathetic. Their playing in the background started to die down. They must have been finishing their match, finally. Surprisingly, he got a private message from Lachie.

Lachlan: Thanks for talking some sense into him. It’s been a pain without you around.

James: No prob, I know how he gets.

Lachlan: Can’t wait to play with you again.

James: Haha thanks, man.

It had been a while since he had booted up a first-person shooter.  It probably would have been a good idea to practise with bots before playing with and against other people, but it wasn’t like he could have gotten worse at the game. 

"Hurry up, James."

"I'm coming."

The rules were simple. They just had to kill the enemy team without dying themselves. It required coordination and skill, only one of which they had.

"Ben, you messed up my shot," Lachlan whined.

"Then aim better," Ben replied.

"I can't aim when I can't see."

"Then move, dude, I'm trying to bait out their ammo." A normal Ben strategy that never, ever worked.

"You’re giving away my position is what you are doing."

"James, can you move your ass out of my way as well?  I need to get this shot. Actually, can you push Ben into the enemy's line of fire? A meatshield would be helpful,"

"Wow, what the fuck, Lachie?" Ben sounded shocked. James was ashamed to admit he was too. He didn’t remember Lachie being so toxic. 

"I am willing to kill you if you don't stop pissing me off." Lachlan sounded stern. Like a parent telling a child they’ll turn this car around if they don’t be quiet. James had to step in before these two started throwing.

"Can you two stop going at each other?" James asked calmly. It wasn’t worth losing his cool over. He just had to see how things went.

"What was that, James? You haven't played for a week, do you not remember how to? Tell Lachlan to stop trying to throw."

"It's a team game, fuckwit. Act like it." He was trying to sound like his usual self. 

"Yeah, and that means my team should support my plays."

"Well, I can't support stupid plays, can I?" James hadn't even noticed he'd raised his voice. 

"Hey, James?" Ben asked. 

"What?"

"Why do you sound like a squeaker?"

"What?" James repeated. 

"Did your nuts un-drop or something?"

James wanted to talk back. He wanted to tell him to focus on the game and stop acting like an entitled brat. Instead, he sat there, unable to move. Why did Ben have to be the one to point it out first?

"James is right, can y'all work together for once?"

"Y'all? Nick, when did you become a cowboy?" Lachie teased.

Why did people always move on immediately after mentioning his voice? If they noticed it, why did they just point it out and ignore it? It seemed like they were keeping it for when they needed to mock him next.

"James, you've gone awfully quiet, did I hurt your fee-fees?" Ben mocked. "Poor manlet." His height had always been a point of mockery. It didn't used to sting as much, now though Ben was using it to take shots at his masculinity. 

"Can we just finish this game? I'm tired," James said quietly. He felt the familiar tightness in his chest. If he didn't get off soon, he'd be sobbing or hyperventilating. His panic from last night was warranted. He'd have to come clean soon.

"Not a problem, James. Ben got himself killed to try and piss me off," Lachlan said.

"You didn't back me up?" 

"You died because you ran out into the middle of the field."

"Let's just surrender," Nick sighed.

Laying in bed clutching his phone wasn't a good look for a guy, but he didn't care. He just needed to be alone. Maybe watch something. The resignation to his fate seemed to stifle his panic. He had some dumb skit video open when he received a message from Nick

Nick: Wanna come over tomorrow? 

Nick might be the only person he wanted to talk to. The only person aside from Katie he felt safe around. Not being home alone all weekend seemed like a good idea. 

James: Sure
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James put his bra on, an act he still hadn't gotten used to. Then he threw on the rest of what he was beginning to call the "let's hide my weird new body" ensemble. Almost no features of his body came through his clothes; it was perfect. Avoiding giving his mum the chance to look at him too long was becoming a massive pain; it sucked being so dependent on her, but the only way to get to Nick's house was to ask her. 

“Hurry up, and get in the car. I’ll drop you there on the way to work.” Busy and distracted Mum was the best Mum.

“Thanks”

The arrival at Nick’s place was rocky. His mum dropped him without even saying goodbye, and he was left to knock and hope Nick was awake to open the door for him. After Ben mocked his voice James shut himself off. The number of unplayed games in his library was starting to shrink, so that was a plus to this whole debacle. The number of great stories he’d missed by exclusively playing online was pretty terrifying, to be honest. So much content he’d just left ignored. He had Nick to thank for picking up most of them, maybe that was something he could tell him. His chest felt tight thinking about that. All he had thought about aside from the games was how much he wanted to talk to Nick. He kept wondering what had been wrong the last couple of days? Why was he so excited to be around this guy. Getting inside would help. He just had to knock.

“Come in dude.”

The atmosphere was the same as it was at the tree. Well almost at least, they could get food, they could play games and they didn’t have to just talk. Why did that make James feel so disappointed? It might have been that there were a bunch of things James knew they could be talking about instead of putting so much concentration into games. He wanted to tell Nick about what he had been playing, or work out strategies to try with Nick’s friends. Sitting and playing games without talking would be normal if he was hanging out with Ben or Lachie but this was Nick. The guy he liked listening to, the guy with the cute voice. For the first half an hour it didn’t seem like their normal chatting would happen. Nick didn't seem as into talking as he did usually. He wasn’t even playing that well despite his supposed concentration. Something was up and James was too distracted playing and hoping Nick would talk more to realise that should be concerning.

Nick wasn't happy leaving his thoughts ambiguous.

"So what's going on with your voice?"

James tensed. It felt like the world had frozen around him. He seemed to have forgotten how to breathe. How was he meant to respond to that? Maybe denial. Yeah, denial seemed to be the best idea.

"What do you mean, Nick?" He hoped he sounded more nonchalant than he felt. The crack in his voice didn’t help his case. He’d been so careful, he’d stopped talking and of course, it had still been noticed. After last night, how could Nick not bring it up?

"What's with the insecurity? Every time you hear it or someone comments on it, you just shut down. It happened when you got mistaken for my girlfriend and again when Ben made fun of you for it? You know Ben's full of shit." He was relieved that Nick hadn't discovered much. All he had noticed was that James' behaviour had been strange whenever anyone brought up his voice, which highlighted the change in his voice, which made him feel sick. “Also, you ditched everyone last week? I thought the voice might have been a coincidence, but it’s pretty obvious it’s related now. Why does it bother you so much?”

Part of James wanted to tell Nick everything. Since this shit had started, the only people he’d told were Doctor Finnegan and Katie, neither of which he wanted to bother unless it was an emergency. If Nick knew maybe he’d be able to confide in him more. Besides, when people found out, it would be good to know if he would have Nick on his side still. ‘When’ it had only been a week and he’d already given up hope of changing back. 

Every other part of him said that was an awful and terrifying idea. Nick had been amazing the last week, a friend he could depend on. Even if he wasn’t sure he deserved it. Was he willing to risk it now? Dropping a huge bombshell like that could destroy their friendship or worse, make those nightmares a reality. Maybe he could just tell him about the voice; Nick didn’t seem to have noticed anything else. The different parts of him agreed on the compromise. That was settled.  ‘My voice got messed up and I don’t know how it happened,’ was an easier pill to swallow than ‘I'm 99% female now!’

Answering the rest of the question would be tricky. There were a lot of reasons why this new voice bothered him. It was in part because it was a symptom of the general body change, but there was something else that bothered him about it. The best way he could describe it was 'it isn't mine', which didn't feel entirely accurate.

“Earth to James, you okay?” Nick asked, snapping James back to reality.

"I don't know what happened, but my voice un-dropped; my Adam's apple is gone too. I was hoping people wouldn't notice," It felt good, to be honest to him. It felt good to not pedal obvious lies. Knowing Nick wouldn’t mock his voice was the icing on the relief cake. Maybe it would stop there and he would be able to breathe normally again. 

"I'm sorry, dude." Nick was looking at the ground. “I didn’t realise something like that might have happened.”

They sat in silence for just a moment. James started panicking about what he might be thinking about. Could he have noticed something else? Was he going to ask about his chest or something? Maybe everything was a mistake. Nick thankfully broke that small period of silence.

"You know that trans girl you and Ben talk shit about?"

Being reminded of his bad behaviour was the last thing he needed right now. He knew he sucked. Thinking about Ben also wasn’t too welcome. Not when he was still trying to get over last night.

"Yeah?" he asked hesitantly.

"Well, it might be worth talking to her.  She likes to talk about the weirdness in the school; maybe she can help. That is if she is willing to talk to you." Nick had never used that tone to him before. He sounded disappointed in James. 

Katie had mentioned it last weekend; it was a nice reminder. If he hadn't already talked to her, this information would have been very helpful.

"Thanks, Nick, I'll ask her."

"She might not want to talk to you, though. You'd have to be upfront with her, and if you misgender her, you probably won't get too far. She's a nice girl though, I've talked to her a couple of times."

James needed to distract himself from the guilt that was welling up inside him over how he had hurt Katie. Asking about what had happened to Nick was as good a distraction as any.

"What's happened to you?"

"It happened pretty frequently before last week. When I went to meet with everyone, something almost always delayed me like it didn't want me to hang out with you guys. It happens almost every time I go near Ben or Lachlan."

It sounded like superstition to James; if something was delaying Nick, how come he was always on time to hang out with him last week?

"You don't believe me?" Nick asked.

"I think it's more likely you're just clumsy, Nick."

"Remember how I tripped on Monday? Something tugged at my back." 

"Still, I don't know how talking to her would help."

It was quiet for a second, James didn't know how to carry on this conversation without risking more exposure. He didn't want to talk about his voice anymore. He didn’t want to be reminded of how badly he’d fucked over Katie again.

"If it helps, your voices, new and old are both nice, you don't need to go mute again."

"I don't care if it's nice, I want it to be mine again. But thank you, I guess." It was nice that Nick tried; it made him happy that he had someone who liked to talk to him even when he didn't want to open his mouth.

"Hopefully you can get your voice back, then."

They continued playing their game in silence. There was a lot that seemed to be hanging in the air. Questions that Nick didn’t seem to be prepared to ask. It was still nice to be quiet because he had nothing to say rather than fear. Nick’s silence wasn’t comforting though. They were playing together and yet he was saying nothing. He desperately wanted it to be nothing. His chest had been feeling tight since he got here and everything they had talked about had only made it feel worse and now everything he wasn’t saying was making it worse. Nothing was making him feel better.

That’s when he felt it, the stabbing pain in his chest. That was the last thing he needed. Was he dying? Did the sudden changes to his body cause damage or something? Why couldn’t he catch his breath? Another sharp pain in his chest rang out. His bra felt like a prison squeezing his chest and making it impossible to breathe. The air wasn’t coming in. 

"I gotta go to the bathroom," he wheezed out. His bra was holding him hostage, and he had to get it off.

“James, wait, are you okay?” 

He ran down the hall, which was surprisingly easy considering he couldn't breathe. Adrenaline was a hell of a chemical. The door to the bathroom slammed behind him, and without a second thought, he began peeling off his hoodie and tops. Looking down at his chest, he noticed it seemed slightly larger; had they not stopped growing since he got them? Was the bra too small? God, they seemed huge, he couldn’t breathe. Part of him wanted to throw everything back on and just suffocate. Survival instincts kicked in and he desperately started scratching at the back to try and pull it off. This had to be a nightmare. Looking at them again, they were bigger than they had been. Every rapid breath he took made them rise and fall. The disgusting flesh lumps and the compression they required were going to kill him. More than ever he wanted to wake up from this nightmare. 

He heard a knock on the door of the next-door toilet.

"Dude are you okay?"

Why the pain now, why not when he was at his own house? He had to get it off, but it had to be compressed. If they weren’t compressed, then someone might notice. Why did this have to happen when Nick was standing on the other side of the door?

The knob on the door to the bathroom began to turn, he needed to lock the door.

"I'm fine," he yelled as convincingly as he could while struggling to breathe.

James tried to get to the door to hold it closed, but the shirt and hoodies that he had left on the floor tripped him up. As he fell, he thought about what was about to happen. Nick would come in. He silently prayed he’d land on his face and get knocked out, but instead, his survival instincts kicked in and he put his arm out to break the fall.

"James! What happened? I'm coming in!" 

He braced himself for the worst.
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Nick opened the door and James knew he was screwed. Two words began running through his head: "oh" and "shit". The fall had left him lying on the ground in possibly the worst position. One that would leave his new terrible body exposed for Nick to see. At least he still had his bra on; he never thought he would be relieved to be wearing a bra. Nick towered over him, looking down at his body; the look of confusion and shock on his face could only have been more obvious if he were a cartoon. He was looking at James’ body in disbelief. It was obvious that he hadn’t expected to see his friend in a bra after hearing a thud, and he probably hadn’t expected that bra to be full either. James felt exposed, terrified. His secret was out. All of his hiding, all of his isolating, everything, it meant nothing. His new body had been seen and he was going to have to live as a girl. There was no way to escape anymore.

Nick kept looking at James’ body; it was like the guy was frozen staring at the disgusting thing in front of him. James frantically tried to grab something to cover up his chest or to throw at Nick to get him out of there. The more he looked, the worse James felt. Nick seemed to snap out of his shock when James finally managed to throw a hoodie at him, and he quickly closed the door. The sound of frantic footsteps was all James could hear as Nick went back to his room. 

Once the shock wore off, James felt empty. The cold floor against his body was soothing. He was sure he should be panicking; he had been discovered, Nick had seen everything, but all he could think about was how nice it would be to curl up and sleep on the cold tiles of the bathroom. The pain in his chest had different plans. He was tempted to leave the bra on anyway, no matter how much it hurt him. After being discovered, the last thing he wanted to see was his chest, but it wasn’t like he had much of a choice. Katie had warned him about what that pain could mean and he did not want to have his body examined at a hospital. 

He sat up and slowly began peeling off the suffocating fabric. He’d never noticed how panic caused sweating until he had to take it off; it felt so much tighter than it should have been. Having to go back to the store to buy a new bra was the only thing stopping him from rummaging for a razor to cut the damn thing off. It was probably for the better he didn’t try to find anything; if he had, he might have tried to do something drastic. Getting it off was a feat, but once he was done, he was rewarded with the ability to breathe again. Unfortunately, that also came with the ability to see what his body had become, and the emptiness was replaced with disappointment.

At the start of the week he’d thought his transformation was over, but looking down now, he knew it wasn’t. The thoughts he’d had while panicking were founded; his chest was bigger than it had been. Before, he’d been able to get away with not wearing a bra at home; his baggy clothes were enough to hide his chest. Now, he realised, that wasn’t going to last for long. Soon he’d need to compress them constantly if he didn’t want his mum to find out. That was assuming Nick didn’t tell everyone about what happened. 

James had avoided mirrors as much as he could since everything started. He didn’t think he’d need to intentionally remind himself of what he had become, but after noticing his chest growing, he had to look again. He kept his eyes closed as he approached the mirror, and took a deep breath. If no one had noticed the changes, they couldn’t have been that serious, but it was still terrifying to see what had changed over the last week.

A week had been enough to make his face look less gaunt; his cheeks had started to fill out, looking softer and rounder and his hair had started to come back in. If it wasn’t his face he would say she was cute in a tough girl kind of way. He hated it; he hated that he had become cuter. If he had seen her down the street he wouldn’t ever think she was a guy; maybe a tomboy, but never a guy. Why couldn’t he look like a guy anymore? Why did this have to happen? Why did he have to turn into a girl? It was hard to even think of the person in the mirror as James. He felt his lips trembling, and the girl in the mirror’s started trembling too. He couldn’t bear to look at her face any longer. He didn’t know why he thought looking at her body was any better, though. Aside from his chest, he hadn’t seen it at all in the last week. He needed to see if there might be any semblance of masculinity there. At the start of the week, his body had been twig-shaped. If that was still true, maybe he could feel a little bit better. Maybe there’d be a part of him in there still. But given what he knew, there wouldn’t be. Would there? He saw the new curves that had started to form. His hips were rounder and his waistline came in around his stomach. It must have been the way fat was now shaping to his new form. He hated it. There was no way Nick could see him as a guy after seeing him shirtless, and especially not now that his face was red from crying. 

He threw on his clothes and then sat down again. Before talking to Nick, he needed to take some time to calm down and figure out what to say. He shoved the bra into the pocket of the hoodie. Without compression, his chest felt too open, and those things showed under his clothes. Now that Nick knew, he would notice they were there. How was he going to react to that? They were both dudes, they'd seen each other topless before; he couldn’t even make up some stupid lie like he had only been pretending to be a boy. He couldn't escape it; he had to tell him the entire truth. 

 

The door creaked as he opened it. Every step made so much noise that he couldn't hear himself think. Everything was too much, but he knew he had to keep pushing forward. He knocked on the door to Nick’s room before opening it slowly.

"Are you okay after that fall?" Nick asked.

That was just like Nick. Of course, he’d be worried instead of focusing on the massive elephant in the room. 

“I’m fine,” James squeaked out. “Did you see anything?”

"Uhh, yeah. I'm guessing it's not just your voice that changed?" Nick said awkwardly with a blush. His eyes went wide. “Actually, sit down first.” He patted the spot next to him. The shock from earlier seemed to have worn off.

"No, it isn't."

"How much of you is, you know, different?"

"All of it, as far as I know,"

"Including --" Nick seemed to be trying to figure out the least weird way to ask. James knew what was coming next. He silently braced himself. "-- downstairs," Nick finished with a whisper.

"Yep, that's changed too," James said with a sigh.

It was weird. After panicking and crying, he felt fine. Maybe it was just being around Nick that made him feel a little bit more comfortable, despite the awkward questioning.

"Damn, dude, that's impossible, like a voice changing, that's kinda weird but your whole body?" He shook his head, then looked at James. "And you've been like this since?"

"The change happened either early Saturday or late Friday; I was just trying to sleep and then this pain just hit me. I couldn't move and when I woke up, I was like this."

"Heck, are you okay?"

“Physically, yes. We went to the doctor.”

“But like mentally? Are you okay? Do you like it?

What kind of question was that? No, he didn't like it; he had been unable to be himself around his friends, and his voice sounded like it had been swapped for that of a twelve-year-old. These things attached to his chest had been nothing but fleshy burdens that constantly reminded him that his body was wrong.

"Do you think I like the fact my body has been completely changed without my knowledge?" James snapped. “Nick, I wasn’t able to talk to you for almost a week.” 

Nick scratched his head and seemed to ignore his snide answer. "You need to tell Katie about this; if anyone can help, it will be her. I will call for you if you need me to."

"She's actually the only other person that knows. She took me shopping." He would have had to tell Nick at some point. Then seemed as good a time as any.

"Wait, I was offering to call her for you because I thought she would never talk to you; how did you pull that off?"

It didn't feel like a good time to tell Nick about his long and complicated history with Katie, or about the weekend. He also didn't want to make things any more complicated.

"It's not important."

Nick continued to ask questions; "Why were you taking your top off?", "Does your mum know?", "Are you gonna be a girl?" To which James responded with either a real answer or a sarcastic one depending on how important he thought the questions were.

After five minutes of questioning, James was done. He just wanted to hang out with Nick. He wanted to forget.

"Can we not talk about this anymore?" His frustration was beginning to seep into his voice.

"Sorry, I forgot how weird this must be for you," Nick replied apologetically. “But before we stop talking about it, I want you to know I’m not gonna tell anyone, James.” James was glad to hear it. His fears being proven irrational was a type of comfort that he felt was unparalleled. “And you’re still a guy to me if that’s what you want.” 

“It is. Thanks, Nick.” He looked at his friend. Nick looked relieved as well. He didn’t know why Nick would be relieved to keep a secret, usually, that stuff stressed James out.

"Do you wanna play another game?" asked Nick.

"Please, dude," James answered.

The day passed by and the whole gender thing was forgotten. They played like normal; they hung out in a way that felt normal. James hated that he'd had to tell someone, but it was a relief to know that things between him and Nick were the same. He no longer had to worry about being discovered by Nick. The nightmares about Nick and him were just that, nightmares; they weren’t going to happen. They would never be that close...

When it came time to go, Nick walked James to the door and gave him a hug, which James had no idea how to react to. Their group was never the hugging type; it just wasn’t something guys do. Part of him wanted to pull away as quickly as possible. He shouldn’t enjoy hugging another guy. The other part of him was so comfortable being hugged, that he didn’t want to go back home.

After the stress of that day, he threw off his hoodie into the washing basket, put on the baggiest shirt he could find, and went to sleep. He didn't even remember waking up to eat dinner, which was probably for the best, considering his hoodie was in the wash and the baggy shirts weren't able to hide the growths on his chest.
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James' usual routine had become: wake up, get dressed, eat breakfast and leave as fast as he could, so his mother wouldn't see him. He threw himself out of bed and began to dig through his clothes for what he needed. He had put everything he couldn’t wear anymore deep within his cupboards. He didn’t need the reminder that he couldn’t wear half his wardrobe anymore.

Everything he did wear was laid out on the floor where he had thrown it after getting home from school. He dug through the pile of jeans and hoodies on the floor to try and find the most important and uncomfortable thing he had ever worn. He was starting to get used to wearing the bra, at least when it wasn’t trying to kill him. He didn't like it, of course; he didn't see how anyone could like wearing those things, but he had made it a part of his routine to put it on. Even the pain it had caused him yesterday wouldn't stop him from trying to hide his new breasts. He had to have put it somewhere. He searched his floors, his drawers and everywhere he might have stuffed it to keep it hidden, but he still couldn't find it. He remembered wearing it yesterday; it was hard to forget the damn thing after it had caused him so much pain and humiliation, but he didn't remember where he had put it afterwards.  

"James, we need to talk!" his mum shouted from across the house. Her voice seemed shaky. It wasn’t the usual calm tone his mum usually took.

He couldn't leave without his bra. How was he meant to keep them under control? The first night he’d had the damn things, they’d only barely poked out from under his clothes. How was he meant to hide them now that they might have grown?

"Now!" she said louder.

"I'm just looking for something, Mum, I'll be out in a second!" he replied. He kept digging. It had to be in the pile. It had to be somewhere. 

"Now!" she yelled. It sounded like she was panicked.

He needed to put on whatever might be able to hide his body. Any of the baggy old clothes that were laid out on the floor would do. He had looked up some methods of minimizing his chest without a bra and decided now was likely the best time to put them to the test. He tried to put on an extra shirt under his baggy hoodie. It didn’t eliminate the issues, but it did minimize them a little bit. He hoped it would be enough to keep her from noticing. His mum wouldn't be looking at his chest. What reason would she have for doing so? He tried to reassure himself it would be fine.

It was not. Upon coming out to the lounge room he had a heart attack. There his mother was, holding the bra he had been looking for.

"James, can you please explain this?” She looked at him with disgust, concern and fear. She held the bra like it was a contaminated object she didn’t know what to do with. He could tell her eyes were scanning his body. She had almost definitely noticed the two lumps on his chest. “What is it for? And why are you wearing one so early in the morning?"

He was done for. The only thing going through James' head was different ways he could escape, none of which were possible. 

"It's not what you think," was all he was able to get out. There was no getting out of this. He could guess where she was going. He’d heard her talk about LGBT people. He didn’t want to know what his mum thought of him. 

"Well, I think it looks like you have been wearing a bra.” The way she had said ‘you’ was so accusatory it made him want to shrink. “I knew I should have gotten you away from that Kieran kid, or something like this might happen." She sounded so disappointed in him. Like he had spit in her face by being like this. 

He felt a small need to stand up for his friend; after all, until yesterday she was the only person in his corner. She had suffered through his arseholery as he tried to figure out everything just because she knew he was hurting. He knew how hypocritical it would be, though. He was the one who had been tormenting her, maybe this was his punishment. He knew he couldn’t stand up to his mum. He just watched as his mother kept spiralling as he stood there unable to talk. He deserved this. 

"What is going on, James? Why were you wearing this thing?" Her eyes seemed to beg for an answer. She seemed so scared like she was begging for any explanation that wasn’t related to him being a crossdresser or gay. 

It hurt to know she was disappointed and saddened by him. It made him want to cry. It hurt so much. He wanted to tell her he hadn’t chosen this. He wanted to comfort her. He wanted to tell her he was just a normal teenage boy and it was all a mistake. 

There was a small part of him that just wanted to disappear. His life was ruined from this point on. He had to tell her the truth and brace himself for whatever consequences the universe had in store for him.

He took a deep breath and tried to prepare himself. He needed to steady his voice if she was going to believe him.

"Mum, I'm not wearing a bra," he said. His voice was quivering despite his best efforts. This was the first time he had intentionally come out to someone since he went to the doctor. "Something, we don't know what, changed my body." 

"Are you trying to mess with me? Right now that is the last thing you should do, James Alan Wright. You’re scaring me. You can't go to school wearing one of these things. Everyone will think you are a sissy or something," she berated him. 

He felt bad for putting her through what he was about to do. He couldn’t handle being belittled by her, or her not believing him. He knew he couldn’t get through to her with words.

"I'll show you I'm not wearing a bra then." He hadn’t done this since the doctors either.

He lifted his shirt and looked away; he didn't want to see the look on her face.

"What… What are those?"

"Unfortunately, they are exactly what they look like."

 

He was lucky the GP was able to fit them in.  After she’d seen his chest, he told her to call the doctor. Dr Finnegan had all the evidence on his condition and he knew she would lay it all out for his mother to see. He had mixed feelings about that; she would know everything he had tried to hide for the last week, but on the other hand, she might be able to help him figure out this new body.

They sat in the waiting room for what felt like hours. He wanted to explain everything, but she just sat there, silently. Waiting for the doctor to come out and tell her exactly what was wrong with her son. He wanted to cry, but in front of her, there was no way he could do that.

The doctor came out and waved James and his mother into her office.

“It’s good to see you again, James. You look a lot better than you did last week, I assume you have been eating enough?” She looked him in the face, likely noticing the softness in his cheeks that he had only noticed yesterday. He needed the doctor to address the elephant in the room. 

“Mum found out about it. I need you to confirm it for her.” 

The doctor told James’ mum about the results of last week’s appointment. Dr Finnegan confirmed that his body was that of a girl. 

“We did a pelvic ultrasound; she seems to have a functioning reproductive system. Whatever caused this seemed to prioritize that.” He remembered the fear as the doctor had smeared the ultrasound gel on him. He remembered being told about the uterus and ovaries he now had. “We checked her for any potential abnormalities or issues, but as far as we can see, she is perfectly healthy.” Every time James was called ‘she’, it made him want to evaporate into thin air, never to be seen again.  

“So he -- I mean she might be able to have kids?” his mother said. She seemed to perk up a lot after that. Even though she had referred to him as a girl, he was glad to see her disgust and sadness disappear. 

“She should be able to,” Dr Finnegan replied.

“That’s good to hear, at least she can still be normal.” Again his mother called him she. It was starting to sting. He had to clear this up soon. He wasn’t a girl and he wasn’t normal. How could he be normal when he was a guy trapped in a girls body.

“There was one abnormality though, in the chromosome analysis.” The doctor seemed like she was preparing to tell them the bad news. He wasn’t sure what could be wrong with his chromosomes. "Those tests take a little while, so we only got them back today, this could be good or bad news. I am not sure how you will feel about this, James."

There were too many and so few words to describe what he was feeling. Apprehension. Fear. Discomfort. Wrongness. Nothing the doctor said could make that worse. 

"You still have XY chromosomes," she said.

It was comforting to hear at least some part of him was still male. On the other hand, it made him feel more like a freak.  

"Don't worry about your health, James, your body should still function like that of a normal girl. Sex chromosomes aren't incredibly important after birth, but it still might be worth doing more tests if you're okay with that." Of course, the only thing left of his maleness was something so useless, something so insignificant it may as well not exist. It felt like the universe was taunting him. 

While James tried to keep his frustration contained. Dr Finnegan turned back to his mother. 

"Now I can't imagine how this must be for you; I have never seen anything like it before. Having your son suddenly become your daughter must be so difficult on you. If you would let me, I would like to continue providing care to you and your daughter," she said with a caring smile. James tuned back into what the doctor was saying as soon as he heard the word daughter. He became more confused every time he heard it. He was Mary Wright’s son, not her daughter. He couldn’t stand it. He wanted to cry, but he knew it would only reinforce the idea that he was a girl. It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t he express emotions without reinforcing what everyone was saying? 

He grew a metaphorical pair. He had to try and speak up for himself. Even in that body, he was James. James Alan Wright. 

"I want to be me; I don't want to be a girl. I am a man," he said as confidently as he could. Hearing the high pitch of his voice made him want to tear his throat out, but he was still able to get it out.  He didn’t know how to argue for his own identity. 

It was his mother who replied.

"I don't think you have a choice sweetie; you are one now."

Just an hour ago she was distressed about her little boy wearing a bra and now she was actively encouraging him to be a girl.

"If whatever cosmic forces made you a girl, then you should honour them and live as they say."

He missed her outburst from earlier.

"Your mother is right; for now you are a girl. I'd say whatever it is will help you get used to it as you go on. You have only been like this for a week; I'd say you'll grow into it.” James knew he wouldn’t grow into it. He couldn’t imagine himself as a girl. The look on his face must have given away what he was thinking. “If you still want to be a boy in six months, I’ll talk to some people I know, about the possibility of getting you diagnosed with gender dysphoria. We might be able to start you on some treatments and-- "

“She will grow into it. I’m not going to allow my child to mutilate her body,” James’ mother interrupted. “She will learn to live with it. She is a Wright, after all.”

His mother had always looked down on Katie’s mums. She talked about how since no man was helping to raise her, of course, Katie would think she was trans. She would talk on and on about how they were mutilating their poor precious child. He hadn't even thought about treatments. Mum would never let him do it. He was jealous of Katie. Her parents had been so supportive. How would Katie have survived with his mum? 

"What do you think I should do for her, doctor?"

"I think you should tell the school about it soon, maybe today if you can. He's going to need time to adjust, but I don't think you should put it off too long, he needs to start learning about his body as soon as he can." He silently thanked the doctor for switching back to ‘he and him’. It might have just been temporary, but it felt so much better. 

"How about I take her shopping for some new clothes to start with?" his mother asked. James still couldn’t believe the “her” she was talking about was him. Nick and Katie, they kept calling him by his name and with the right pronouns after they had found out. He hated the way "her" made him feel.

"That might be a good step for him," the doctor replied. "Just make sure to take care of him during this process." He wished more than ever this would go away and he'd wake up with his old body back.
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James had agreed to go clothes shopping with his mother, but only if she took him somewhere outside of town. The drive was long and quiet. It wasn't until they were about halfway to the next town over that she tried to talk to him.

"You know I always wanted a little girl?" she thought out loud. "Don't get me wrong, whatever weird thing happened to you I wish it didn't, but I have always wanted a daughter to talk with and teach about womanhood."

It was weird to hear that coming from her. She'd never really mentioned this, maybe it was because right now she thought she had a daughter. He wanted to tell her he was still her son. Not her daughter. But he also needed to hear what she wanted to say.

"It's a little late, I guess, but now I do have my own little girl!" she said; a hint of excitement slipped into her voice. "This is going to be hard, but you will be a beautiful young woman, I promise."

He didn't want to be that, though. He would rather die than be a beautiful woman. He had nothing against women. A lot of them were hot; a lot of them were cool, but he just wasn't one of them. He wasn't a woman. He could barely talk to them. The only girl he could talk to was Katie, and that was only because they'd grown up together. He remembered when he had first looked into the mirror at Nick's house. His face was cute and his body had become girlier. He could possibly look like a young woman or whatever his mum wanted, but he would still be a guy at heart. He needed to stay as a guy as long as possible.

"Mum, I know you want me to be a girl, but I need to look like a guy a little longer, maybe a week or two. I don't think people would understand if I suddenly disappeared," he was pleading. He wanted to feel like himself a little longer and then he would pretend to be a girl for the rest of his life.

"I understand, sweetie. I'll be by your side every step of this process, okay?" She might have treated him like he was a monster this morning, but she was still his mother.

"After we go shopping, I'll go to your school and tell them about the changes that have happened; they should be able to organise something by next week." It was weird and terrifying to hear that, in a week, he would be living as a girl. How was he gonna tell Lachlan and Ben? How would they react? Would they be kind, like Nick and Katie were?

His train of thought was once again halted by his mother.

"Have you thought of a name yet?"

He hadn't. He didn't want to think about changing it. It was his. It wasn't something he could just change.

"No," he said, but he knew he needed to find something.

He began to think of something on the spot. Jane was the obvious choice; it wasn't too much of a change. He thought it would be best to keep something comfortable. It would be temporary, he liked to think; he'd be back to being James in no time. He had to keep hoping he would become a guy again.

"You should think about it; when I was pregnant with you, I had a dozen names picked out for you. I remember one was Janelle. Can you imagine that?"

She talked for the entire car ride. She told him how she had always wanted to go shopping with her daughter. How she wanted to dress her up in the cutest clothes she could find, and how it was going to be good for James to learn about all these girly things. His mother's happiness was important to him, but he couldn't stomach wearing girl's clothes. It made him feel sick. The feeling of wrongness, what Katie had called dysphoria, had been building since he became like this; it felt like it would swallow him whole if he wore girl's clothes. His body felt alien. He felt trapped in a body that was simultaneously his and not his. He wanted to get home and hide again.

Upon arrival at the outlet, he was told about the first item he was going to get: a proper bra. He didn't know why he couldn't continue wearing what he was already wearing.

"You can't wear that sports bra all the time, it doesn't even look like it's the right size," she had said in response to his protests. He guessed she was right. Maybe bras weren't meant to make it hard to breathe.

James had looked outside of underwear stores like the one they were going to before. As a straight dude, he couldn't help but stare at the pictures of pretty ladies they used to sell their products. He'd never thought he'd be having to wear something similar to what they wore. As they approached the store, he saw one of those models and couldn't help but stare at her chest. "Thank god," he thought to himself. "I'm still straight."

His mum dragged him away from his ogling and approached the counter.

"Hello, my daughter needs to get a bra that fits her."

He understood that saying 'my son needs to get his bra fitted' might be weird, but she'd changed over so naturally; hearing that his body was female was all she needed to hear to accept everything. She hadn't slipped up since she found out.

"She hasn't ever had one fitted. She was a bit of a late bloomer," she lied; she was a much better liar than he was.

"Okay, right this way," the lady behind the register said, as she led them through to the changing rooms. James' mother nudged him to follow the lady. She asked him to come into the fitting room with her and he quietly obeyed.

It was less terrifying than it sounded, he thought. The lady measured around his chest and then began to measure under his chest. He realized that since he had gotten the fleshy sacks on his chest, the only person who had come this close to them was him. He felt a bit embarrassed. How did he go from being a normal guy to being trapped in a girl's body?

"Don't be embarrassed, we're both women here," said the fitter. "There is no need to feel embarrassed."

"Uhh, yeah." He wasn't exactly sure how to say "I'm not a girl" without it being weird, so he kept his mouth shut and waited for the experience to end.

She finished taking the measurements and left to get a bra for him to try on. He dreaded her coming back. He knew he wouldn't be able to put it on without help. He was going to have to ask his mum to help him put it on. His mum poked her head in.

"How is it going?"

"Well, apparently I'm around a 36B, so that's neat even though I have no idea what it means," he said, trying to hide how uncomfortable he was what had just happened.

"Don't worry too much about it. The lady should be able to help you with that."

The fitting lady, whose name tag said 'Irene,' returned with two bras that were possibly his size. He needed to try them on to see if they would fit. He had known this was going to get more embarrassing. Irene told him to try them on while she and his mother waited outside. Strapping his chest into the bra proved to be a challenge; he couldn't reach the straps. Apparently, his transformation hadn't made him any more flexible. He awkwardly asked his mum for help.

She'd almost cried when she had first seen his chest. Then it was out of shock and fear. This time was worse. She looked proud. She turned his body toward the mirror he had been avoiding. "Look at you," she said. "My beautiful daughter."

He did resemble his mother; he always had. The transformation had only changed that resemblance because he now looked like a girl. He looked like his mum, if she'd gone through an emo phase as a teenager. He hated it. He resembled her enough as a guy. That resemblance was something he was proud of, but now it was a reminder of that terrible body.

Irene led James and his mother over to where they could find bras in a similar size, but different styles. All the words on the bras made no sense to him. He wanted something that would just hold them in place. Nothing more.

"So what type do you want Jame--Jamie?" Of course, the first time she had screwed it up was in front of a stranger. He just wanted this to be over. He reached for the nearest one in the size he was told; it looked plain, perfect. He wasn't going to dress in something lacy or pretty. Why wear something like that if he was never going to show anyone this body?

"You also need other underwear," his mum said. She pointed over to where the panties were and began trying to drag him over there.

He thought about how much of a relief it would be if he was killed in a freak accident right now. Keeping the abominations on his chest from moving uncomfortably was one thing, but his underwear still fit. He was not going to wear girls underwear as long as he could wear his old pairs.

He faked a smile as best as he could.

"It's okay, Mum, I have underwear at home," he said, trying not to let discomfort seep into his voice.

"Okay, sweetie, we'll come back another day." She had seen straight through his phony smile. She had to be able to tell that he hated this, or at least that he was uncomfortable? She could always tell what he was feeling, sometimes before he did. She gave him a look that he translated as "You have to face it eventually." Too bad for her. He would never wear those. He hoped they would leave after getting a bra, so he didn't have to endure any more torture.

He thanked Irene meekly before asking if he could change into the bra while he was there. As much as he hated to admit it, his mum was right. His bra hadn't fit him and it was a relief to have a bra that didn't cause as much pain. He left the store and waited for his mum outside. Despite it feeling more comfortable, he didn't like how the bra allowed his chest to be seen; the sports bra was probably the best option for next week. His mum came out with another bag. He wasn't interested in finding out what was in it. He just wanted to get out of there.

The shopping trip wasn't over, though. He was dragged through as many clothes stores as his mother could find. It was clear that she had no idea about current fashions; he didn't know much either to be fair, but he at least knew other teenagers. He knew some of what not to do.

She turned to him and began looking at his body. It was like when she had scanned his body after she'd found his bra.

"You're going to need a dress, or maybe a skirt. If you show up in your old clothes, people are going to be confused and won't believe you. You would look too much like a boy."

"I don't want to believe me," he thought. He wondered why looking like a guy was a bad thing. Maybe it was just how his mum thought a girl should act, though she never seemed to have a problem with tomboys.

"Why can't I look like a boy?" he asked. His mum had to have a reason.

"If you go to school looking like a boy, it will be a lot harder on both of us. If people connect you to who you were, it will make things a lot harder. They will treat you like a freak, and I will be the one who raised that freak. You can be a tomboy when everyone knows you as a girl," she said as she began pulling dresses off the racks.

Everything she tried to make him wear felt wrong. He had been told over and over throughout his childhood that Katie wearing girls' clothes was wrong. A guy wearing girls' clothes was wrong. That coupled with the dysphoria made him feel guilty and sick. The worst part was the clothes looked fine on him. They accentuated his small curves and showed off his legs. He hated everything about it. He hated these clothes.

"I'm not leaving without you having something new to wear next week," she said sternly. He had to pick something. At that point, the list of everything he had tried on was a mile long; all sorts of dresses, skirts and blouses. He knew he had to pick one maybe two pieces of clothing to wear and then he might be able to leave, but there were too many options and none of them he liked.

He looked at the most recent thing he'd tried on, a blue and white striped dress. It was comfortable and didn't show off too much of this body he was stuck in, and it also had pockets, which he had come to learn was quite rare. Most importantly though, it looked like something a normal girl would wear. Something his mother would approve of. He gave it to her.

"This one is okay," he said. He just had to bear through it a little longer.

She gave him a smile. An "I'm proud of you" smile. Why wouldn't she just let him be a guy? Why was she determined not to let him be who he was? Why did he have to be a girl, because some bibbity bobbity bullshit changing his junk?

He had never been so happy to be in the men's section of a store before. His mum had finally left him alone for a little, as she went to look for a couple of things she thought were essentials. He'd decided to go look at the clothes he actually wanted. He picked up an extra-large hoodie with an awful print from one of his adult cartoons; now this is what he wanted to wear. Something large that could hide his body. He brought it with him; if anything could make him look like a guy again it was something like this.

Next, he went to get some new jeans. His older pairs fit weirdly on him now; they used to fit snugly, but now his hips felt like they were being squeezed whenever he wore them. He figured the next size up from what he was wearing should be good, or maybe something stretchy. As long as it didn't fit too tightly. Trying on the next size up proved futile as soon as he pulled them up. They were way too loose everywhere else and too long. That size was off the cards. Stretchy seemed to be the way to go. He found a pair that fit and returned to his mother.

"Put the men's jeans back, we'll get you some from the girl's section."

He was confused. He didn't see the difference between the two.

"Why?"

"Because you're a girl," she replied frankly.

"No, I'm not!"

"Your biology says differently, sweetie." The way she had started using sweetie was beginning to piss him off. What had happened to her using kiddo?

"You didn't even know that until this morning!" he said, raising his voice.

"We are getting them from the girl's section and that's final." How was she so calm about this? That wrongness, that dysphoria that had been building throughout the day turned into anger. He hated this. He hated everything. His eyes began to water and his mouth began trembling. He could tell that the dam holding back his tears since this morning was about to break.

"I'm going to the car," his voice was cracking. "Get me this as well."

She gave him the keys, her face was that of a parent whose kid was having a tantrum over not getting the sweets he wanted. He hated it. This wasn't a tantrum. This wasn't childish. This was his life being irreparably fucked and she was treating him like a child.

Why did this happen to him? Why wouldn't she just let him be himself?

The air stung his face as he ran from the building. He hadn't expected his tears to flow this much. He expected his mother to fight this. Maybe hate him. He didn't expect this. He knew he might have had to change. That he might have to live as a girl, but he didn't think it would be his mum forcing him to do it.

His mum could obviously see he had been crying. Yet she did nothing, said nothing. He felt as if he didn't matter. His mum only cared about some imaginary daughter. One she had made up in her head after the doctor told her everything and right now his only purpose, in her eyes, was becoming that daughter. He guessed he would become that girl because that was what she wanted.

The car ride home was mercifully quiet. She didn't talk about how she wanted a daughter. She just let him sulk quietly. When they arrived home he went to his room and decided he wouldn't leave his room until it was time for school the next day. He had left his phone at home in the rush to the doctors that morning. He couldn't even tell Katie or Nick what had happened.

He had a couple of messages from Katie and Nick. It was nice that some people seemed to care about him. About James. They seemed worried and he had to admit it felt good having friends that actually seemed to care about him. He didn't have the energy to explain what had happened twice and there was so much to explain that he didn't know where to begin. He hadn't even told Katie about what had happened with Nick yet. He made a group chat and added both of them to it and sent what he figured should come first.

James: Mum found out
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It was weird for James to miss a day of school. Even with all of this transformation stuff, he hadn't taken a day off. Katie thought it was kind of brave, but it made her extra worried when he didn't turn up that day. It didn't look like he'd told anyone else about it either. In homeroom, Ben whined loudly about how James was meant to be there to listen to whatever he felt like complaining about. She'd watched Nick wait under the tree in case he came late, but it didn't seem like he showed. Nick even sent her some messages asking if she knew where he was, which was odd; no one else should've known about their reconciliation. Why would Nick ask her about James? She had sent him a message just to see if she could find out anything but got no response.

She didn't expect to be added to a group chat with him and Nick after school ended.

James: Mum found out.

James: I left my bra in my pocket and she freaked out. I had to tell her. We went to the doctor and they explained everything and she wants me to start living as a girl. She made me go shopping today.

Katie had thought something had gone wrong, but she'd hoped he was just sick or something.

When this started, she had wondered about what his mum's reaction would be to this wild situation. His mum was a piece of shit. There were multiple times while they were growing when she mocked Katie for anything she did that was even remotely feminine. She remembered trying to repress any feminine traits in third grade after his mum told her that if she didn't start acting more like a boy, she wouldn't be allowed to see James anymore. According to her, Katie had been a bad influence on him; him showing emotion was a negative trait.

Why would his mum, the person who forced so much toxic bullshit on him, encourage him to transition to living as a girl? Transphobes tended to not make sense. That was par for the course when talking to them. Maybe it was some biological essentialist nonsense going on. She had seen enough of that in her time online.

James: She seemed like she was worried until the doc said I should be able to have kids.

Nick: Wait you could be a mum?

James: Unfortunately.

Now wasn't the time to get jealous. She knew it would only make things harder on her. Her inability to get pregnant wasn't his fault and there were more pressing matters. She still didn't know why Nick was here. It seemed like he knew about what had happened, but she didn't know when he could have found out.

Katie: When did Nick find out?

James: Sunday, my bra was suffocating me. I took it off, he walked in on me with my top off.

James: he wasn't too weird about it.

Nick had always been a decent guy. It was good to see that James had one friend who wasn't a total prick. Nick had always respected her when he was telling her about something new, and according to James, he had even stood up for her before. That takes a lot of courage. If any of his friends had to find out about his situation, she was happy it was Nick.

James: Anyway, you two both messaged me asking where I was. I didn't want to explain twice.

She knew how exhausting clothes shopping was. It was hard to blame him for not wanting to say things twice. Still, there was a lot he needed to explain.

Katie: When does she want you to start presenting as a girl

James: I was able to negotiate a week.

Nick: you've got to be kidding me.

Katie: She can't be serious.

James: I know. It's like she doesn't know I'm still me. She made me try on all these dresses. She's pretending I'm her daughter and I don't know what I'm meant to do.

James: IDK how I'm gonna tell everyone. Mum and Doctor Finnegan might be right, I need to get used to being a girl. I just hate it.

Katie didn't know how to tell him that if he wasn't used to it already, he probably wasn't going to get used to it. Whatever changed him didn't seem to have changed his gender. James was a guy. Even if he was powerless against his mum, that wouldn't change. With his mum involved it would be twice as hard to convince him that he didn't have to be a girl.

Nick: How are you going to tell Ben and Lachie?

James: I don't know. I'm thinking of maybe telling them in the group chat. I could add them here, I guess, but I'm not sure how Katie would feel

A week later and she still felt giddy every time he used her name. He had been trying to be better, and it made her feel like maybe there was a future for their friendship.

Katie: If you need me there, I'll be there. I would prefer not to deal with ben though.

James: Thanks

James: When should I tell them?

James: What will they do when they find out? they might ditch me.

Katie: What a shame that would be...

James: If I'm only allowed to be a guy for a week I want to be able to hang out with my friends. Even if they don't want anything to do with me next week.

She wanted to tell him that sometimes it's better to just cut people off if they are going to be toxic. Then she remembered she was talking to James. That would probably backfire.

Katie: You have been fine without them though? Did they even notice you were gone?

Nick: They've been asking why he isn't hanging out with them.

James: I don't know why they are so insistent on me coming back but not Nick. It's pissing me off

Katie: James, you know why that is.

James: I do...

Nick: It's cause I'm annoying lmao.

James: No it's because you're a decent person.

It was time to put an end to the awkward self-deprecation session these two were about to start. She didn't expect James to get that down on himself in just a week.

Katie: You're gonna have to tell them eventually. Worrying about how they will react isn't going to help.

James probably wasn't going to heed that advice. It would be hypocritical of her to judge him for that.

James: So, what should I do?

Katie: You could try telling people? People who you don't know.

As helpful as Katie was when it came to talking about this stuff. Adam knew more about what applied to James. AFAB bodies and how to deal with them as a guy was his specialty. Katie could only try and help him pretend to be a girl for his mum. She needed to introduce them properly.

Katie: I know you said it was a bad idea, but I think telling Adam might be helpful.

Katie: I can help you with being a girl, but he can help with your body.

Katie: He's my partner in crime, he will want to help. If you don't want to tell him who you are, you can tell him later.

Katie: Adam's parents tried to force him to be a girl as well. If anyone can understand it will be him. He's probably the closest you have to someone sharing your experience at the moment.

James: Tell him I guess. By next week everyone will know anyway.

Nick: Wait, Adams trans?

Katie: He has trans pride buttons on his bag. He doesn't try to hide it

James: I'm not allowed to be trans though.

There was a lot to unpack there, but for the time being, it was probably best to put that baggage in the closet for a better time. James wouldn't listen until his dysphoria crushed him. Being a Mama's boy would be his undoing. For now, she opened a chat with Adam. She'd promised to tell him when she could and she was going to fulfil that promise.

Katie: Remember the new weird thing I wasn't allowed to tell you about?

Katie: Well I can tell you now, someone's sex got changed, like his body is now that of someone assigned female at birth.

Adam: What?!?!?

Katie: He's the one who I have been asking questions for. He's been trying to hide it.

Adam: Okay?

Katie: His entire body is changed, Adam.

Adam: Katie? We've seen weird shit before, but that's unbelievable. It's not possible.

Katie: I saw it with my own eyes. He's struggling a lot. His mum is trying to make him into her daughter.

Adam: You promise you're not messing with me?

Katie: Would Velma lie to Shaggy? I can add you to a chat with him.

She returned to the other chat. Very little had taken place. Nick and James were just talking about how weird it was that he would look like a girl by next week.

Katie: Can I add Adam to the group?

James: If you think he can help, Katie? Sure.

-------------Adam was added to the conversation-------------

Katie: Read the chat Adam

Adam: Looking at the chat, I'm going to go out on a limb and say this isn't THAT James. Since he isn't deadnaming you, like an asshole.

Adam: Still I don't know another James at our school. Is he using a different name? I don't bite dude, I might be able to help. I didn't know Ben and Lachie had other friends aside from that asshole and Nick. Also hi Nick!

She had forgotten Adam didn't have the most positive opinion of James. He knew more about what James had put her through than anyone else. He was the one that helped her break away from the asshole. In hindsight, she should have given him some background information. She couldn't tell if he was being passive-aggressive, or if he was just hoping it wasn't James.

Katie: Yes, it is, but he's been getting better and he needs help.

Adam: Katie have you seen these changes?

Katie: yes

Adam: Nick, what about you?

James: He has. I accidentally showed him my chest.

Adam: I want to feel bad for you but this is you we're talking about. Also, I was asking Nick. He might be friends with you, but he's also not gonna mess with people for a sick joke.

This was not a good move. She had underestimated how much Adam hated James. As far as she knew, James hadn't done anything to Adam.

Nick: I have seen the changes.

Adam: So this is the weirdest it gets? I thought my voice changes were weird. Maybe there is hope for us Katie.

James: Look, can you not tell anyone about this? I just want to live my last days as a guy in peace.

Adam: James, you have treated my best friend like shit for six months and you have the balls to ask me to help you? You're lucky I'd never out someone.

James: Thanks. I'm sorry you got dragged into this.

James' barely seemed to react to Adam's confrontation. Had his ego taken that big of a hit? Was a little dysphoria all it took? If this hadn't happened, would he have ever realised how awful he was? She didn't want to think about it. Right now it didn't seem like James had had his brain altered. Maybe they could have just talked if this hadn't happened.

James: I need this week to be normal. I can figure out how to be a girl on Monday.

Katie knew the longing for normalcy. Being trans often made her feel different, wrong, or broken, so when she got the chance to feel like a normal teenage girl, she took it. That feeling of normalcy was part of the reasons she loved being around Adam so much.

Adam: I guess this explains why you were looking at our table. Having assholes as friends isn't as fun when they are directing their bigotry at people like you, huh?

James: I'm not trans, but I am a girl now. I have seen some of their bullshit. I have made fun of them for their bullshit.

Adam: How noble of you.

Adam: Didn't you say you wanted to stay a guy?

James: Yeah, but Mum would never allow me to be a guy like this. Did you read the chat?

Adam: I skimmed it. Got the important details. That's not how gender works.

Katie: He's gotta figure that out on his own.

James: I don't want to think about it. I'll learn how to be a girl.

Nick: We should tell Ben and Lachie before everyone else, maybe Thursday?

James: That's probably a good idea. I really don't want to think about it, Nick. I'll figure out when I figure out how I'm even going to tell everyone else

James: I'm gonna sleep. I don't want to think about this stuff anymore.

James's online icon turned red, "Do not disturb," despite it only being six pm. It did make some sense, buying clothes you hate takes a lot out of you.

Adam: So the range of weirdness in this school goes from muesli bars appearing in your bag, to an asshole becoming a girl. Why did it happen to him, of all people? I'm pretty sure Katie and I would get something out of getting magicked like that.

Katie had thought about it. The phenomena that kept appearing always seemed limited. The only ones that talked about it were her, her friends, and Nick, who was the only one outside their group to tell them anything. James hadn't mentioned anything weird happening to him before this, either. If he hadn't told her, Nick would have.

Nick: I don't know much about gender stuff or the paranormal. But I'm worried about him.

Adam: Why do you put up with that group, Nick?

Nick: They tolerate me. They might suck, but James actually asked me to hang out with them.

Katie wanted to remind them that James could see these messages and probably would read them when he woke up. Something told her Adam just didn't care.

Nick: James is a good guy, okay? We play the same games and he's the only one that is willing to stand up to them. Do you know how much worse they could be if he wasn't there?

Adam: If they could be worse that's probably a good sign you should stop hanging out with them.

Adam: Have you ever thought that you tripping every time you try and talk to them is a message?

It was hard to understand why Nick was defending James so strongly. She knew he was getting better, but he deserved at least a little bit of what Adam was saying.

Nick: It doesn't always trip me up, not when I want to hang out with James. Without him do you know how much misogynistic crap those two spew?

Adam: That doesn't make him a good person Nick. Just because he stands up to them sometimes doesn't mean he's worth being around.

Nick: You haven't seen him in the last week. He's my friend, he looks like shit. He used to be so confident.

Nick: You've noticed it, right, Katie?

Katie: He's barely talked to me.

Watching those two bicker didn't seem like the best use of her time. There wasn't anything she could add that would get either to understand. James had been different lately, better, and she was happy that he was becoming a better person. That didn't mean she understood why Nick was defending him; there had to have been times when Nick was on the receiving end of his taunting. Friendship wasn't always logical, she thought.  Either way, it was time she logged off. One of her mums called her for dinner. She had been a lot hungrier lately.

She had found when talking about her mums it was best to call one Mum and the other Mama. Her mum was usually the one cooking, and honestly, it was probably best that way, Mama tended to burn things.

"How was your day, little lady?" her mum asked, as she brought dinner to the table.

"It was good. I just had to deal with some friends being confusing," she replied.

"No mysteries for us today?" her mama asked. She always liked to ask about her mystery investigations. Granted it was obvious she didn't believe most of what Katie said, but she was still happy to receive the encouragement.

"It's mostly the same ones. The muesli bars haven't stopped appearing. I still can't figure out where they come from."

"What about the big case?"

"Sorry, Mama, I still can't tell you about that, not yet anyway." Even if they didn't believe her, she wasn't going to risk it.

"Don't ask her too much, sweetheart, otherwise she'll never tell us about it," her mum said. "Now let's eat. We can talk more after."

It was nice just eating together as a family. Not having to think about James or Adam or any of the weird shit that was going on felt nice. Her mums had this way of making her feel safe.

After dinner, they just sat around the table and talked. Her mum talked about her garden and her clients. Her mama talked about her work and how annoying people were. It was comfortably normal. Eventually, the conversation turned to her.

"Katie, have you been feeling any side effects from your hormones?" her mum asked. She was worried about how Katie would fare. Hormone blockers had left her lethargic for about a week as her body adjusted. Though starting hormones was so much different; she felt a hell of a lot better after only three weeks.

"I feel great, Mum. A little hungrier than usual, that's all."

"Are you sure? From what I read, your face shouldn't have feminized that much by this point."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, your skin isn't meant to get softer until like a month in at earliest? Maybe it's because you were on blockers before, but your face just looks a lot softer."

She immediately got up and dashed to the bathroom. Looking in the mirror she could quite see the difference. Her skin was soft. Which was nice; it wasn't necessarily new, hormone blockers had reduced the testosterone-induced oiliness, but her face had remained stagnant. Her phone had a picture from her first day of hormones; she needed to see if there was a noticeable difference. There was a notification when she opened it up, from James. She'd check it after she'd seen what her mum was talking about.

Her mum was right. It was little things, ones that shouldn't have been happening this early. Her cheeks were fuller and were softer to the touch. They weren't necessarily masculine before, but they weren't this soft. Her eyes seemed brighter, probably because she was excited, but they didn't seem as far back as they were in the photo. Her nose seemed slightly smaller as well. It was so many little things that she couldn't pin down; she felt so pretty. HRT shouldn't have worked its magic this fast. There was also something else. The hair that had barely reached her ears was now down to the bottom of them. Adam's changes were a little odd. He was practising and working out. That could have explained his changes. Her face couldn't be explained without the weird things going on. Things were changing faster and she was excited. It was times like these she was glad cis people tended to be clueless; she could just say "It's hormones" and they wouldn't question it. Maybe that was intentional on the part of whatever is doing this.

She wanted to tell Adam. There might have been a pattern here. She opened the messenger. Twenty unread messages in the group chat. Nick and Adam seemed to have sorted themselves out. There was a message from James too. He'd sent it after he had said he was going to bed. She wondered what it could be about. Maybe how Adam had treated him. She didn't want him to bring her own, but she couldn't ignore her own curiosity. 

James: Hey, Katie. I'm going to go to bed after sending this. You don't have to respond. I want to thank you for helping me through this. Last weekend I could tell you were scared of me. But you still tried to help. You walked me through this stuff. You held my hand at the doctor's appointment. I had a hard time trying to reconcile the girl in front of me with the guy friend I had. It took me a while to remember you had always been like that. I hope we can hang out again sometime. Lunch on Sunday was the best thing to come out of this whole ordeal. One day I'll make it up to you.

It was hard to stop herself from crying. So she didn't. Happy crying was a new experience.
Ouch, Feelings.
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 The morning started awfully. He woke up, his mum called him sweetie and made him breakfast and then drove him to school. It was starting to become obvious that she'd never wanted a son. She didn't waste time trying to convince him to start dressing like a girl. Pretending to be a girl was his future. He'd accepted that.

"You need a new name, James," she said. He knew he would need one for next week, but he didn't want to give his mother the satisfaction of giving in. It was only delaying the issue. He knew that. There just wasn't anything he could do.

"I know I do, Mum."

"How about Jane? I need something to call you," she asked. His mind went back to the first time he was called that. That first phone call to the doctor. It didn't feel like his name.

"Please, not Jane."

"Okay, then I'm calling you Jamie." That sounded a little better. It was close. Even kind of gender-neutral. It was probably the best he was going to get out of her. That did leave one question, though: Why did all her suggestions start with J?

"If you have to," he said, trying to make it obvious that he wouldn't be happy about it.

"We can try more names later, Jamie; until then we'll try that." He didn't want to think about other names, there were so many worse options. At least this way he could still use it as a guy. Still, it felt terrible knowing he'd have to give up the name he'd had since birth.

"Okay."

At least when he got to school he would have English with Nick. He had given up on trying to be quiet. Nick wouldn't judge his voice; he'd made that clear on Sunday. James still wasn't sure about why he had hugged him. Maybe Nick was just a huggy guy? Ben would be in their homeroom, so that would be the first threat. He'd have to be careful when talking to Ben; if he brought up James' voice it would be hard to avoid confrontation.

"Have a good day at school, sweetie!" she said as he got out of the car. Tomorrow he'd be taking the bus. It was better to avoid her treating him like that as much as possible.

Arriving by car meant he was earlier than usual. He walked to his homeroom. It had been cold the last couple of days; it would be nice to be inside the classroom and warm. He was surprised to see Katie standing outside the door to the room as well. She was always there when he arrived by bus. He didn't know why it was surprising. One of her mums had probably dropped her off on their way to work. There was no sign of Ben around, and if things went sour with Ben and Lachie, it would be nice to at least be able to talk to her. Maybe this was an opportunity to talk with her. Since their last phone call, he hadn't had the chance to talk. He wasn't too far from her. He just had to walk up to her and say hi, which was easier said than done. Somehow she looked even more feminine than she had on that weekend; she was beautiful and soft and her eyes were so beautiful. Even her hair looked longer. He was still into girls. He had to look away to stop himself from blushing.

"Hey, Katie," he managed to say. Finally, he felt like he'd bridged a divide. She looked stunned but he almost didn't care. He'd managed to talk to her. Even if he couldn't look her in the eye.

"Uh hi, James? Are you okay?" She sounded concerned. Maybe she didn't want to talk to him. That would be understandable. Maybe she still thought he wanted to hurt her. She was smiling, though? Maybe she was just confused.

"I'm fine. How are you?" he asked. He hoped that maybe they could talk, at least for a bit before Ben arrived. Ben usually didn't have much worthwhile to say. They'd become friends over their mutual interest in games, and as they'd played, they'd started ranting about politics and agreeing with each other. It was a circlejerk, plain and simple. He wasn't sure how much he agreed with anymore, and he was able to play without him just fine.

"I'm fine," she said. "I thought we weren't talking to each other at school, though?" He'd been too scared to talk to her but that didn't mean he hadn't wanted to.

"Ben isn't here, yet." There wasn't much else he had to say about that.

"Oh. You do realise he'll be here any minute?" she asked. James knew he'd be there. He'd have to try to explain it later. It wasn't the end of the world though.

"Yeah, but I haven't been able to talk to you face-to-face since last weekend." To emphasise, he tried to wave his hand between them. "You're looking good," he tried to say.

"Uh, thank you." He was still trying to avoid looking at her face but he could see her shuffling awkwardly. He was making her uncomfortable. He had to ease off. Thanking her last night wouldn't fix everything; he thought he knew that. Talking to her like this was a mistake.

"I'm sorry," he said.

Before she could respond he backed off. The telltale sign of Ben's arrival wafted through the air. The smell of deodorant was overpowering. He wasn't sure how he ever tolerated the layers of it that Ben wore.

"Hey James, you're here early?" James didn't want to respond, not after the jokes about his voice. He wasn't sure he could open his mouth without suffocating, either.

"Yeah, Mum insisted on dropping me off," he mumbled, hoping that Ben wouldn't start anything. Katie's justified discomfort reminded him of why he and Ben had ever been close. Mutual assholery made great friendships.

"Oh cool, you said something. Good job. Are you gonna come to the library today? Or are you and Nick too busy fucking each other?"

"What?" Where had that come from? He stood wide-eyed and off guard. 

"I'm not stupid James, you pretty much only talk to him." Ben seemed pissed. It wasn't like Ben had reached out to him. The only time they had talked, they'd ended up getting pissed at each other. "It's boring without you."

"I'm not dating Nick!" he said. Maybe he was being too defensive, but after Nick's friends had mistaken him for his girl, he couldn't help but be freaked out.

"Dude, I was kidding. I didn't legitimately think you were one of them." He wasn't sure what he was meant to say in this situation. How was one meant to respond to being called gay? "Though your voice is starting to sound pretty gay." Gay was better than sounding like a girl, though not by much. "You do know that people are gonna start thinking you are one if you keep hanging out with Nick, though? Right?"

"What? Why?" He already knew the answer, but he wanted to hear him say it. Nick, unlike them, seemed to care about other people. It was the reason they had become so close. Caring wasn't the manliest thing to do.

"Are you kidding? He defends the trap, talks to that group, and gets pissy when we talk about that stuff? Dude's obviously gay." James had spent the last week trying to avoid listening to Ben's talk about Katie. 'The trap' was what he liked to call her, some anime term James had never understood. If Ben had called her that a week ago, he would laugh at him for being attracted to her. A week ago she had only been Kieran to him. Yet now she was only Katie. He knew he had no right to be pissed at Ben; he had said worse a week ago, but he still wanted to punch Ben, and himself.

"Can you lay off them, Ben?" he tried to ask. He wanted to beg him to shut up, but that would only make the situation worse. He didn't want to bring attention to Katie and he didn't want to deck Ben in the middle of the hallway.

"Why?" he asked with a smug smile. James knew that kind of smile. Ben was asking him to justify his request. A fun tactic James used to love using; pissing someone off, then mocking them for caring. He wasn't sure how to justify it without acting as if he cared. Caring made you weak. He knew that well.

"Because I don't want you to talk shit about my friend?" he said. Trying to speak in a calm monotone was crucial. If he couldn't find something to mock he would give up. It felt like he was arguing with himself. 

"I don't think him being gay is necessarily bad. Just that you shouldn't hang around him so much or you'll seem gay too?" It was hard to keep his cool but it had worked. Ben didn't hammer down, instead, he tried a new angle. Unfortunately keeping it together was hard. He was already shaken about his voice and he knew Ben could keep pushing. It's easy to push buttons when you don't think others can respond in kind.

"Nick's not gay," he said trying to maintain a calm monotone. Hearing it though he sounded quiet and timid. It was frustrating; he couldn't defend his friends like this. Nick didn't deserve this shit. Katie didn't deserve that shit.

"You sound like a chick defending her boyfriend," he laughed. He had to retake control. Control was vital when dealing with people like himself. He had turned Ben's teasing back on him before. James could do it again.

"How would you know what that sounds like, Ben? You can't get a girl to go anywhere near you." He hated that Ben was right. He'd noticed he cried most when he was frustrated or panicking; he had to hold them back now. At least he had experience with responding in kind.

"Thank god, you're still in there. I thought you got replaced by a pussy."

It was a relief when Mrs Connors arrived to let them in. The classroom was warm and safe. The bell would go soon; Mrs Connors would do the roll, which would give him about five minutes to calm down. He tried taking some deep breaths to stifle his anxiety before it turned to full-blown panic. He had five minutes to decide whether to ignore Ben or to play along with him for the rest of the week.

Playing along would at least allow him to feel like his old self. the James that had terrible facial hair and would banter with his mates, but that was the James he wasn't sure he wanted to be anymore. He liked hanging out with Nick and talking under the tree; he liked talking to Katie. Maybe he could find a middle ground. Hanging out with Ben and Lachie couldn't be too bad. He had been doing it for months now and enjoyed it. What was stopping him now? Fear?

The teacher finished calling the roll. If he was lucky, she would stay in the class. She had a bad habit of leaving them unattended, which used to allow him and Ben to get away with ragging on Katie. Last week he had gotten really lucky and Ben didn't get the chance to try anything directed at her.

"So what is your problem? Why did you ditch us?" Ben asked.

"I don't know, I wanted to go outside?" James lied. "You could have hung out with us."

"Unlike Nick, I'm not gonna follow you around like a lost puppy."

"Then why are you pissed I'm not hanging out with you?" He hadn't made much of an effort to hang out; the only reason James even got invited to play on the weekend was that they didn't have enough players.

"Because you're acting like a pussy. You barely talk. You ran out of the library on Monday and the only time we played together you whined at me," he explained. James wasn't sure whether Ben sounded angry or upset.

"I'm sorry," he said in between breaths. His ability to think was gradually leaving. Everything he said was true and it was terrifying. He was aware of how fast he was breathing again. Trying to prepare didn't work

"That's the problem, dude. What the fuck happened to you? Why do you sound like a girl?" He thought he had gotten the brunt of his 'are you a chick' talk earlier. Apparently not. Each breath pushed his chest against its restraints. It hurt, it reminded him that he was what Ben said he was. A girl. Maybe he should just suck it up and tell everyone.

"Mrs Connors I need to go to the bathroom," James said, before running out of the class.

He wanted to curl up into a ball and die. Instead, he walked to Melody's tree. The only place he had felt safe in the last week. He heard the bell ring for class, but he didn't get up. There was no way he could get to English, not when he was barely able to breathe. Whatever had been forcing him to be calm while there didn't seem to be affecting him now. Even though he needed that calmness more than ever. The ground was cold and damp, as it always was in winter. It was far from the worst of his problems, though. He couldn't get enough air. He tried the breathing thing Nick and Katie had told him to do. Deep breaths in and out.

That didn't stop the crying. He was so fucking scared and frustrated and the tears didn't help. Maybe Ben was right; he sounded like a girl, he was becoming more like one, maybe he was losing himself. This body had taken his sense of self away from him and soon he would be a girl. He would be Jamie, a girl who didn't even exist yet. Maybe it would be better if he did just disappear. It wasn't like he'd done much good. His biggest accomplishments were scarring Katie, driving away from his other friends, and disappointing his mother.

"Are you okay, James?"

James looked up. Of course, Nick had found him. A wave of relief washed over him before he could stop it. He didn't want Nick to see him like this. He didn't want anyone to see him like this.

"What do you think, Nick?" he yelled or tried to. It came out more like a yelp. God, he felt pathetic. He hoped it would get him to go away anyway.

It didn't work. Nick sat down next to him.

"Katie told me you left homeroom early. Told me to look out for you. When you didn't show, I came here." James still couldn't stop crying. Even in front of someone else, they just wouldn't stop flowing. "So what happened?"

"Can you leave me alone?" He didn't know how Nick was meant to see him as a guy after all this crap. If seeing James' boobs didn't make Nick think of him as a girl, the crying and whining would.

"No, you need help," he said. He was so frustratingly nice and James knew he didn't deserve it. Why couldn't Nick see what he saw? Why couldn't this decent person go hang out with Katie or Adam? "I'll sit here as long as I need to."

"And what will that change? Next week, Jamie is going to show up to school in a skirt and any trace of who I was will be gone. Mum will make sure of that," he sobbed.

"Can I hug you?"

"What?" What was that meant to do?

"Can I hug you? You look like you need it."

"Sure, whatever, treat me like a girl, I need to get used to it." Nick had stopped thinking about him as a guy. What was the point in pretending anymore?

Nick scooted closer and James felt Nick's arms wrap around him. It was so warm; Nick was so close and he hated how comforting it was. He didn't want to look at Nick when he was sitting like this. If Ben saw them right now, his boyfriend accusations wouldn't look inaccurate. His crying was starting to subside.

"I don't want to be a girl, I just wanna hang out with the others again," he mumbled into Nick's arms.

"You're a guy, James; your body has changed, but you haven't. We can hang out with them at recess if you really want to."

"Would me from a week ago be crying, Nick? Did me from a week ago have tits? No. I've changed, Nick."

"That isn't what I meant."

"Maybe I should just give up, and be a girl," James continued. Maybe it would be better to just stop resisting everything and be his mum's daughter. If he just accepted it, it would be easier. Trying to be a girl couldn't be that hard, could it? He would learn how to be a girl at home and pretend to be a guy at school. James wouldn't be him anymore. James would just be a character. The idea of not being James anymore was enough to bring on another wave of sobbing.

"Dude, it's going to be okay," Nick said. Why was his voice so soothing? James could feel Nick patting him on the back.

If he was going to be a girl, his mum would expect him to be her perfect daughter. Jamie would wear dresses, act cute, be her little princess. The very thought of it was revolting, but it was how she was going to be. She would ignore her attraction to women, her mum wouldn't like it if she was a lesbian. She'd date guys, marry one, give her mum a grandchild and live happily ever after. Part of him wished he would die right there. Let his consciousness fade and let whatever had changed him take what was left of his identity. Why did those expectations hurt so much?

Nick brought him in closer. His sobs had returned to full-blown crying again and Nick had noticed. He wasn't sure what he had done to deserve Nick as a friend.

"It's going to be okay," Nick repeated.

"It's not though, Nick."

Nick loosened his embrace. James didn't understand why it was so disappointing. 

"James look at me." Looking up felt wrong. It felt like looking up would mean showing Nick how pathetically feminine he looked. Yet he complied regardless.

"It's going to be okay," Nick said. It was hard to keep feeling horrible when looking into eyes so kind. Nick was too good James wanted to be hugged by him again. He was just so warm and maybe crying into his shoulders for a while wouldn't be so bad. Nick was so reassuring and comfortable to be around, and he hated that he was believing what he said. He was starting to believe it would be okay. If he had to have a boyfriend, he didn't hate the idea of it being Nick.
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When James and Nick had first met, Nick had had no idea what was going to happen. This handsome guy, with a friendly smile, approached him out of nowhere. At the time, the library was where Nick came to survive recess. It was a place where he could avoid the frustration that came with never being able to hold on to friendships, and where his inability to shut up wouldn't annoy everyone around him. That's why it was a surprise when a guy like James asked to play with him. 

His initial interactions with James were struggling to set up multiplayer games. It was good that way, if they were trying to set things up together Nick couldn't ruin things by being too loud or too quiet.  Getting into the game was the biggest problem. He figured he would stay quiet while they played. Studying people probably wasn't normal, but it was the best way to figure out how to avoid annoying someone. Fortunately, there was a lot of information to go off; James wasn't the type to keep his mouth shut while playing. Little jabs and Nick's lack of skill, told him that James was a bit of an ass. The constant pointers indicated that he was patient despite that. Still, he must have been bored out of his mind, playing against someone who sucked so bad.

"Wanna play together at lunch?" James had asked. Nick's eyes must have lit up at the offer. 

"Sure."

As lunch came around, he wondered why a guy like James had been alone in the library in the first place. There was something about him that just said, 'if you hang out with me, you'll have a good time,' he wasn't sure what it was, but that smile certainly helped. 

Nick remembered the days that followed well. The library became less of a hiding place and instead became a place where he would wait for his friend. They'd play a couple of matches and Nick would struggle to keep with James, who would kick his ass in every round. Yet, after every round, there was encouragement, a smile or a laugh that didn't leave Nick feeling defeated. He just wanted to play again. He wanted to give his friend a challenge. He wanted to spend more time around James.

The first time James sat next to him in English, James'd tried to start up conversations about work that he was struggling with. It was slow at first; their conversations in the library were mostly James talking while Nick occasionally asked a question. Nick struggled to figure out what James' goal was by asking him questions. It wasn't liked he had anything interesting to say, and if he tried to talk about his hobbies or interests it would turn into an hour-long spiel that would kill the friendship before it started. But James was persistent, he gave his Discord tag so they could play after school and after a couple of games, Nick forgot to shut himself up. 

Nick's feelings for James had probably started around then. A night where he was too tired to gag himself and went on a twenty-minute ramble about his favourite books.

"I'm sorry, for rambling." He'd felt like wrapping himself in a cocoon of blankets. Hoping that he would metamorphose into a person whose interests and lack of filter wasn't a burden on those around him.

"Dude, it's fine. That's the most I've gotten out of you!" His voice was full of excitement. 

"Are you sure?"

"It's fine, Nick. It reminds me of a friend of mine." 

He hadn't realised it then, but that was when his feelings for James started. 

The 'Feelings That Nick Can't Deal With Box' had been busted open over the last week and the first realisation was that he was gay. The second was that he was likely head-over-heels for James. The third was he couldn't let anyone find out. Especially not James. People that could put up with Nick were rare, people that enjoyed his company were more so. It wasn't something he could risk if he didn't want to fall back into the cycle of, befriend-annoy-alone. If James found out now, there was no chance of them ever being friends.

It would have been easy to hide if James wasn't in so much pain. Trying to calm down a crying friend was hard. No one had ever relied on him like this before. The best he could do was try reassuring him that things would be okay and before he could think twice, he was hugging the sobbing mess that was James. He seemed to calm down quickly after that. Nick just hoped his heartbeat wasn't loud enough to hear.

"Go back to class. I'll be back soon," James had said. His voice was quiet, but he could have sworn he'd heard James change his tone. It made Nick want to wag the rest of class and stay with him.

Maybe he should have waited. Maybe then he wouldn't be feeling so awful. Things felt off in English once James came back. It was quiet, James only opened his mouth to tell Nick he'd be going to the library at recess before he jumped headfirst into staring at his page. It reminded him of the first days of silence from James. Still, it couldn't have been too bad if James was confident enough to go to the library.  Things seemed like they were returning to normal, even if normal did mean hanging out with Ben and Lachie, he could deal with it as long as James was there. Gosh, he felt hopeless. Maybe his heart would go back to normal when everyone was together at recess.

"Didn't think you'd come here after running off crying, James," Ben teased. The pride he took in hurting others made Nick feel sick. It wasn't a good sign when Nick had been in the library for two minutes and already wanted to slap someone.

"Oh fuck off, I just had to take a piss." A lie; Nick had seen how badly James was hurt. How did he lie so convincingly, though? No fumbling or awkwardness in his words.

"Sure." Nick rolled his eyes.  "Your puppy followed as well. Why am I not surprised?" Why couldn't Ben just shut up?  Nick wanted to crawl into a corner and die. Hiding this was hard enough without an asshole calling attention to it. 

"Haha, yeah," James laughed. James from a week ago wouldn't have stood for something like that. Why was he just taking that? Because it wasn't directed at him? 

"Oi, lay off them, Ben. No need to scare 'em off just as they come back." A defence from Lachlan was the last thing Nick expected.

They jumped into a game together, but Nick couldn't help but be distracted by James' behaviour. He wasn't quite back to his old levels of chattiness, but he was shooting the shit with the others as if nothing had happened. The only indication that something had changed was him almost ignoring Nick.

James left the group chat with Katie and Adam. Maybe it was naive to hope James was just taking a break from everyone. A lot was going on, right? And Adams reminders of his previous behaviours weren't exactly helping with that. Even if he was going to ignore him and Adam, he hoped Katie was still getting through to him. From experience, he knew how good her advice tended to be. Maybe he would tell her about what he'd realised. She had known James longer than he had, maybe she could give him some advice on how to get over him.

The experience at the library was similar to what happened at recess; the others talked about nothing in particular while they played the game. Most of their dialogue was childish insults, but one word stood out:

"Faggot"

It was weird; over the last week, he'd been so quiet and friendly, like he was trying to be a better person. He'd used Katie's name, he'd stood up to Ben and he'd even cried in front of someone; he never would have done any of that before. Now it looked like he was falling back into bad habits. Ones that hurt to see, Nick had hoped the days of hearing those things from him were over, especially when Nick was starting to realise that word probably applied to him.

He decided to check up on him after school, where the others weren't around. Where he hopefully wouldn't act.

Nick: Are you okay? You're acting weird.

He'd only started responding to private messages on Friday. It wouldn't be too weird if he was just sleeping, right? That's what he'd been doing before and the day had been pretty intense. He checked the group chat with Ben and Lachie just to see if they were talking about today or James. Instead, he saw James. He'd started talking in there again, it made sense since they'd been hanging out at lunch but it didn't make him feel better. James had chosen to not respond. Maybe he'd figure out Nick's secret, maybe that's why James was ignoring him. James had gotten over his fear of the other two and in doing so, he must have realised that Ben and Lachie, who called him gay before he had even figured it out, were right. He shouldn't have hugged him. How could he have been so dumb? Of course, that would make it obvious. Of course, that would make a dude like him uncomfortable. Why did he have to be such an idiot?

If there was one thing he was grateful for, it was that James hadn't gone back to trying to hurt Katie. There was always this noticeable absence of him in the chat when Ben brought her up. Hopefully, that was a sign that he wasn't going to be trying to hurt her again.

On Wednesday when Nick wondered if James had gotten his old body back. He had been so worried about how Ben and Lachie would react; maybe without that fear, he'd gone back to his old self. Maybe he wanted to forget anything to do with his time in that body, including Nick. It would explain why he didn't seem to be worrying about his Monday deadline. His mum must have backed off about him needing to be a girl and the only way that stubborn woman would have done that is if he was back in a guy's body.

After class, Nick went to the library again. He'd always felt like an outsider among his friends. They were not like him; they didn't like him. He was starting to realise part of the reason why. Without his reason for being there by his side, he felt even more alone. He took his usual seat next to James, who didn't so much as look at him. Why did he feel so far away when he was right there? His face hadn't changed since the weekend, and his facial hair wasn't back; maybe they just hadn't had the chance to grow yet, but Nick was sceptical. He needed answers, he needed James to just talk to him!

"Hey, James, are things okay?" Nick asked.

"They're fine, Nick," James replied coldly. His voice hadn't returned to its original pitch. It figured that this would happen, Nick had managed to ruin things again. That's all he ever seemed to do.  He wanted to believe this was just how James used to be. But then, why couldn't he go a day with James as he used to be? His kinda asshole attitude hadn't bothered him before, but that was because James seemed to care back then. It was time to leave James alone and leave the group. If James didn't want him there, the others didn't either.

He didn't think about where he was going when he left, only knowing that James didn't want him around. There were a couple of options. Katie and Adam hung out in the same place every day; maybe he could hang out with them. Melody's tree was also there, and he definitely would love its calming effect right now, even if it would inevitably remind him of James and why he'd left in the first place. Katie and Adam seemed like a better option. If they could tolerate him.

The table was in plain sight. He had thought about hanging out with them before all this; Katie had said he was welcome, but he'd always felt like he had to refuse the invitation. He was such an idiot when it came to James; he'd put up with so much just to be around him. Somehow he'd even managed to convince himself he was okay with Ben and Lachie. Had he seriously only been around them because James was there? Why was he so hung up about James? Why couldn't he stop thinking about him? Those feelings must have been why James wasn't talking to him, so why couldn't he get rid of them? It hurt. He wanted to tear his heart out and ignore that he'd ever had feelings.

"Nick, over here!" Katie called.

He felt like he was on the brink of crying when he heard her call out to him. It would have been easier to go to Melody's tree. That way he could cry over his dumb gay feelings. Nevertheless, he complied and walked over, trying to hide the massive amounts of emotional turmoil he was feeling.

"What's wrong, Nick?" Adam asked. The most he'd ever talked to Adam was when he was bagging on James, yet he was asking about Nick's well being. Why was that?

"James is hanging out with Lachlan and Ben again."

"I kinda figured that one out when he tried to pull some of his old crap with Ben in homeroom," Katie stated. She sounded surprisingly calm about the guy she had helped suddenly being a dick again. "He had no clue what he was doing; still got hit in the face with a paper ball for his trouble, though."

"Why does that bother you, Nick?" Adam asked through gritted teeth. Had Katie not told him that? He seemed pissed about it. Was he ready to tell them about why he was uncomfortable, though? He'd only just realised it himself, was he ready to tell anyone?

"They are just being themselves again, I can't deal with them anymore. James is using slurs again. Ones he hadn't used in the last week. He's also saying them more than the others." He hoped that was enough to not warrant further questions.

"And? Why does that bother you? You've been hanging out with them for a while?" Adam asked.

"Did they target them at you?" Katie asked calmly. Adam might have been stern, but Katie was being quite sweet. She knew James well, he guessed.

"No. I don't think he meant to anyway."

"What do you mean?" she asked. Was he ready to tell people? It's not like they would hate him for it. They were both trans; if he could tell anyone it would be those two, right? Besides, it wasn't like he could explain any of this without telling them.

"I'm a fag," Nick mumbled out. He hated that word, but that's what he was. He was gay, and exactly what Ben and Lachie said he was.

"You're what?" Adam ordered him to clarify.

"I'm gay. I think. I like guys," Nick said. He'd finally got it out.

"And hearing your crush say those things made a mess of your head?" Why did Katie know? Could she read his mind? It was like she had been there.

"Yeah." Admitting it was hard. He wanted to cry. Badly. He felt Katie wrap her arm around his shoulder and the tears started flowing out.

"You like him as a guy right?" Adam asked. Right, he was trans too. Even if he hated James, Nick didn't think Adam would appreciate Nick misgendering him.

"I realised I liked him before he told me about all this," Nick sobbed out. "I've tried to not like him for so long, but it was hard over the last week. Every time he smiled I'd get butterflies in my stomach, and he's been nicer..."

"Okay, I get the picture," Adam said. "Do you want to hang out with us for a while?"

"Please," Nick replied. He just hoped he could hang out with them without becoming a nuisance.
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James' attempts to start shit on Wednesday morning were quite frankly pathetic. No deadnaming, no misgendering, he just agreed with whatever bullshit Ben was spewing in her general direction. With Ben, it was always the same. He'd throw out that forty-per cent stat, call her a tranny. The only thing she really couldn't stand was being called a trap, and it seemed like he'd retired that particular insult for a bit.

After Nick came over to them, she wasn't exactly optimistic about whether Thursday morning would be any better. Still, it was hard to be intimidated by James after Monday. There was more going on behind the scenes that James wasn't telling her, or Nick. Nick seemed to think things were going back to how bad they used to be, but she wasn't convinced that was happening. There was something more; she just had to figure it out. Hopefully, homeroom would provide some answers.

"Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah," was all she heard Ben say. Whatever he said was probably pointless. She was waiting for James to say something. There had to be a reason he'd gone from seemingly being annoyed by Ben, to becoming his lackey.

"Yeah, when are you gonna give up on being a girl?" James agreed. Detransition bullshit; Ben was getting creative while James certainly wasn't.

Now seemed like the perfect time to do some detective work. Knowing James since they were both little came in handy for this. His impersonal attacks probably meant he was just following Ben. Before this started, his mockery had revolved around her deadname and using it to hurt her, and it did. The things he would say used to hurt; they used to make her cry because it was obvious that her childhood friend meant everything he said. Every insult was targeted not just at her transness, but at her as a whole. Now it was like he was reading off a script. It was quite sad, like part of him hated what he was saying.

"Now, come on, James, you can do better than that," she said. The first time she'd ever responded to their mockery and it was to encourage him to mock her better. There was this feeling of power that came with taking charge and trying to get more information.

"What?" He was flustered by confrontation. The old James wouldn't stand for this.

"You're gonna have to do more than that to get me to cry. That's your goal, right? Make me sad, so you can laugh at the crying tranny," she mocked.

"No, I--" he stumbled.

"Then what is your goal, James?"

"James, are you seriously taking this from him?" Ben interjected.

"Shut up, Ben. I'm not talking to you," she snapped.

James looked ready to run away. Just like she thought. He couldn't answer. The reason why he was trying this shit had to be something he couldn't say in public or a reason he didn't know. Before all this, his answer would probably be what she had said about laughing about it. Now he couldn't even speak.

"Good morning, everyone," Miss Campbell announced. The wait for her to be back usually taking ages, but she seemed to be early today. Just as well too. The adrenaline that had allowed her to tell Ben to shut up was starting to wear off. She'd talk to Nick and Adam about what had happened at recess. She needed to figure out where to go with this, and for now James and Ben weren't bold enough to try anything while the teacher was around. Maybe it was best to leave him a message.

Katie: What's wrong James?

When recess came around, there was a distinct lack of Nick. After yesterday's issues, she was sure he wouldn't want to go back to the library with them. It was like he had Stockholm Syndrome or something. She could understand having feelings for James; after all, she had crushed on him when they were growing up, but she didn't understand going back to him after yesterday. Why would someone put themselves through that?

"So did Jimbo try anything this morning?" Adam asked.

"You mean James?"

"Yeah, Jim is short for James. Therefore he is Jimbo. It's a good name for a clown," Adam explained. Why did Katie like this dork? "Seriously, though, why didn't you tell me about yesterday?"

"Because he's really bad at what he's trying to do. He couldn't even bring himself to misgender me." She also hadn't wanted to worry him, but she didn't want to say that out loud. What she was going to tell him next would probably cause worry anyway, though. "He did try again today, and I told him to do better."

"What the hell, Katie?" He sounded shocked. Especially for someone who had encouraged her to not take shit from him.

"I wanted to know what he's doing!"

"That doesn't mean you tell him to mock you better?" Flabbergasted was a good look on Adam, she had to admit.

"I had my reasons and I was able to get some information about what's going on."

"Okay, Velma, tell me what you learned." She knew Adam would see things her way.

"So, first of all, it's not a personal thing against me. I remember James' old act. You remember it too. I would never be able to respond to the things he said then. Now it was easy because he so obviously didn't care. He said --" She tried to drop her voice down to a monotone approximation of James' voice. "When are you gonna give up on being a girl?" She moved her voice back up to how it usually was with a smile. She barely ever got to use that trick; it would induce way too much dysphoria, but after the euphoria she'd been feeling lately about how she looked and hormones working so much faster than they should have been, she was happy to use it.

"I forget you can do that sometimes." Adam laughed.

"Anyway, isn't that a really weird way of wording things? When are you going to give up on being a girl? Before all this happened, he would have said something along the lines of --" She repeated her little trick. "When are you gonna stop pretending to be a girl? All the while smirking like he'd proved something."

"I see where you might be going with this, but I should probably let you finish."

"What a gentleman you are, Adam," she giggled. "James is going through that stuff with his mum right? He's always been like a parrot who repeats everything his mum says."

"So, you think he's externalising his issues?"

"Affirmative!" she chirped.

Adam just smiled. Smiled really cutely. Smiled so cutely Katie's brain short-circuited for a second. She forgot where she was going with the conversation.

"Umm, where was I?"

"James externalising his issues."

"Oh, yeah, I'm not one to speculate on someone's sexuality, but I think the things that were bothering Nick might be the same thing. I think James might like guys." That conclusion was easy to draw from the dreams she'd been told about.

"Kat, you think he got comphetted?" he seemed so shocked.

"No, uh, I don't think it's new. There were times when we were younger that he said things like, 'if you were a girl I think I'd date you'." It was awkward to bring up those memories. Heck, she'd buried them until she needed to use them then. "This was like just before we got to high school."

"Really?"

"Yeah, high school was when his mum got on his ass worse."

"I mean, I'm not sure that's very convincing, Katie. It's hard to see you as anything other than a pretty young lady. I bet that's what he saw."

"Adam!" She was blushing. Badly. How was she meant to deal with this guy? "It wasn't just that, I swear."

"Sure it wasn't." She hated when he smirked. Why did she have a thing for smirking guys?

"It would make sense, though? If he wasn't as straight as he thought, wouldn't it make sense for him to be using homophobic language? In the same way, he's lashing out at me?"

"I guess. Maybe you're giving him too much credit. He was an unbearable asshole before, right? Wouldn't it make more sense for him to just go back to being an unbearable asshole for no real reason? He turned on you for no real reason, in the beginning, didn't he?" She didn't feel up to talking about why that had happened. She felt like she might have figured it out, but she would have to talk to James if she wanted to be sure. Hopefully, she could when James wised up again. 

"I don't think that's the case, Adam..."

They were interrupted by the sight of Nick. Once again, he looked like he was on the brink of tears. Seeing a guy like Nick on the brink of tears was not an easy sight to see. It was kind of like seeing a sad puppy. All she could think about was seeing if he was okay and what had happened.

She hopped up and walked over to him. He was standing still like he was waiting for some invitation. She'd always tried to make it clear he was welcome, but he always did that. It was like he didn't want to interrupt whatever was going on.

"Nick, what happened?" She tried to keep her voice soft. There was a chance she already knew what he was going to say.

"He called me that word. The one from yesterday. I think it was a joke. Or it was meant to be. I don't know what to do." Katie always found it hard to get mad on her own behalf, but when it came to others it was all too easy.

"You're talking about James, right?" She knew the answer, but she had to make sure. This morning hadn't made her angry, only more curious; now she was a bit of both. She desperately wanted to confirm her hypothesis and put him in his place.

"Yeah, it was just over a game, but..."

"I'm going to talk to him."

"Katie, it's almost the end of lunch," Adam said.

"Then I'll wait outside the library. It shouldn't take too long for him to show up, right?"

"Katie, please don't," Nick whispered. That only made her more pissed.

"If you're going down to the library I'm coming with you," Adam said.

"Look, Nick, James needs someone to put him in his place. Or he's not gonna learn." She sounded a lot more confident than she felt. She wasn't even sure if she was right or if she was just jumping into things.

"You can't confront him in front of the others."

"I'm not going to mention anything about his body, I promise. More importantly, I'm not gonna out you, okay?"

Marching down to the library took a lot more energy than she thought it would. She was excited. Anxious. Maybe queasy? Sure, she had stood up to him that morning, but that was an impromptu decision. Now she had a plan. Opposite the library door, there was a small fence overlooking a garden; she would lean on the fence and wait for James to come out and then pull him aside and have a talk with him. If things went well, it'd be great. Maybe they could figure this all out. If not, then she'd burn that bridge when she came to it.

Adam followed her but decided to stay with Nick away from the door. Nick didn't want to appear like he was responsible for this, and Adam wanted to be there in case someone tried to start something. There were only five minutes left until the bell would ring, meaning they'd be out any second.

She could hear Lachlan and Ben bickering, the telltale sign that they would be out any second. Sure, enough Lachlan and Ben came out the door; they barely seemed to register she was there until James stopped following them.

The look on his face told her that he was weighing up the options. It was obvious when he wanted to run; she'd seen that look so many times when they were at the doctor. Usually, she'd feel bad about inflicting that kind of fear on anyone, but if James didn't want to lose the one friend who cared about him, he needed to listen.

"James, we need to talk. It won't take too long." That look on his face became more obvious, but upon seeing the way his friends were staring at them, he tried to remove any hint of emotion.

"Leave me alone, Katie." She could see Ben dying to say something, but James seemed to ignore it.

"Not gonna happen, James." An ultimatum was probably the only way to get through to him when he was trying to be cool. "We can do it here if you'd prefer, or you could come with me."

He seemed to weigh the options up in his head. Ultimately, he settled on a third option. Which was to run. Fortunately for Katie, she was able to grab the hood of his hoodie. Ben and Lachie just watched; it was odd seeing Ben with his mouth shut. If only it would stay like that.

"You leave me no choice," she announced. She'd have to be more careful with her words since Ben and Lachie were there, but she could still chew him out. "Wanna explain why you've been ignoring the only friend that stayed with you while you were sick?"

"Leave me alone, I have one more day. Don't ruin it for me." Finally, James had some bite back in his voice.

"Nick has been dealing with you and your friends' shit since we stopped talking, right? Yet he was the only one that seemed to care when you were sick?" She tried to ignore his protests. If this was going to ruin his final day, so be it. He wasn't gonna be able to fix things if he didn't realise how badly he was messing up now. "Now that you're not sick anymore, you act like you were barely friends, to begin with. I mean you've made me cry in the bathroom, but you've never used me. I didn't think you'd sink that low."

"Katie, please. Let me go," he pleaded. She was tempted to let him leave. His cool facade had fallen, and the scared person from the day he had called her was back.

"You can come with me and we can have a tal--"

"I can't. Just let me leave." He was trying to pass it off as anger, but it wasn't working well. His acting skills needed work.

"Come with me."

"No." Ben and Lachlan were still gawking. Seeing their complete lack of any outward emotion was interesting, but they had to go.

"Ben, Lachlan. Go away."

"Hey, we're not leaving our friend in the hands of a freak," Ben piped up. Freak, that was one that stung more than most.

"He has Nick here, now leave." She was trying to command respect. Something she hadn't done before. It was a powerful feeling. Lachlan pulled on Ben's collar and started dragging him away. It was nice to see one of them had common sense.

"They're gone now. So I am going to speak a little more freely." She hated to admit she enjoyed this. "You are an awful liar and an awful actor. We've known each other for ten years, James! You think I wouldn't notice the difference between you hating me and you trying to keep up appearances?"

"Am I really that bad at this?" He sounded like he wanted to cry. She sat down and patted the concrete ground next to her.

"It's going to be okay," Katie said.

"How, Katie? I have a chick's body, and two days from now I'll be wearing a fucking dress."

"Well, if you stop trying to isolate the people who care about you, that would be a start." She'd come down to rip him a new one, but now she was sitting on the cold concrete trying to comfort him.

"I just want to be like how I was before all of this, but I don't even remember what I was like or why I was like that. I was so angry before all of this. It's like this new body is changing my feelings and messing me up." That was something she hadn't guessed, that he thought his feelings and personality were changing because of his body. Maybe it was time to ask him about why they had become so distant in the first place. Before she did, though...

"Adam, Nick. I'll take care of him, get to class."

"Okay, Katie. Don't take too long," Adam said.

"I'll talk to you later, James," Nick said weakly. The two left without saying anything else. There was a mutual understanding they'd talk at lunch.

"Do you remember why you hated me?" she asked.
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James didn't know what she meant. He'd just finished explaining that he didn't know why he was unable to go back to being how he was. It had to be something to do with this body making him more emotional or sappy, or something. That was the only thing that had changed that could explain why he couldn't be like his old self, and why Ben had noticed the changes.

"When did you stop hating me?" she repeated.

"Did I ever hate you?" It was dumb, after all, he'd done to her. He wasn't sure if he had ever really hated her.

"You made me cry on multiple occasions and laughed about it with your friends." He'd seen glimpses of her no-bullshit attitude on the weekend, but today she was ruthless. She'd become a much stronger person since she'd transitioned. The timid boy he'd grown up with had become a strong young lady, while James had become a pathetic mess.

He didn't know why he used to enjoy hurting her. Was it testosterone or something that made him angry? Was what he had felt towards her hate or something else?  All he knew was that he didn't want to hurt her anymore. He hadn't thought about it.

"Think about it, James. When did you stop wanting to hurt me?"

"After this started?" It had to be his body, right? What other explanation could there be for such a quick change in his thoughts and behaviour?

"Okay, you aren't going to get there on your own." He was offended, but she was probably right. She was hinting at something. He just had no clue what it was. "Did it stop after the transformation or after we were hanging out, as friends?"

"Oh." The ideas were starting to fall into place.

"James, we became friends again. Is it possible you were angry at me for cutting you off?"

The things he had thought that weekend came back to him. The reason he'd called her K. Why he'd stopped being able to see her as a guy. Everything. Every stupid thought that went through his head and his final realisation at lunch. 

"I thought you replaced my best friend," he said. It was dumb; he'd realised it was dumb that weekend and then decided to try and forget about it.

"What?"

"You stopped talking to me, started saying you were a girl and went by a different name." God, it sounded so stupid saying it out loud. "So I thought I'd lost my best friend. I wanted him back." He looked at her, unsure of what that meant, or how it related to him being a girl. "Then it was like nothing had happened. We watched terrible kids shows and laughed and it was great."

"You hated me because you thought I was a different person. Then I wasn't and you stopped hating me. Does that sound like it was directly caused by your body changing?"

"No," he whispered. "I'm sorry."

"What are you apologising for?" There was a lot he needed to apologise for. Being an irredeemable prick for the last couple of months, trying to hurt her that morning, making her listen to his bullshit, and being so clueless about everything. One at a time, he thought. Maybe it was best to apologise for something he could immediately change.

"For this morning."

"James, I made it pretty clear you weren't very convincing,"

"Still."

"Let's just finish our conversation then you can apologise all you want, okay?" She seemed concerned about something else. He wanted to apologise, but she'd brushed him off, and that made him a little bit mad. It was kind of nice to feel mad after everything had been either numb or crying the last couple of days. "So why else are you thinking your feelings are changing?"

"I've been crying a lot. I never used to cry."

"Dude, your entire world has been flipped upside down! Crying is a reasonable reaction," she said matter-of-factly. "I've mentioned that what you've been feeling is probably dysphoria, and unlike most trans people, you got it sprung on you all at once; most of us have years to get used to the feelings you suddenly woke up with."

It was undeniable that what he had been experiencing was gender dysphoria. He'd accidentally fallen down a rabbit hole of research over the last two days while trying to figure out how to act like a girl. The lessons his mum was giving him after school would be enough to get by, but she had been right when she said people need to believe him. Especially people like Ben and Lachie. Turns out a lot of people looking these things up were trans women. He wound up on a couple trans forums, saw some stories about trans guys and how they felt and it was uncanny how some of their stories mirrored what he felt about his own body. Unlike those guys, though, he couldn't transition. He just had to hope his dysphoria was temporary.

"Maybe, but I've never been one to cry; even when I lost you I didn't cry."

"You used to cry sometimes when you were little," she teased.

"That was different! I was a kid! You're allowed to cry when you're a kid."

"You're allowed to cry as a teenager as well!"

"Not as a guy you can't. You wouldn't understand, Katie." Guys didn't cry. A girl like her couldn't understand that.

"Dude, did you just forget?"

"Forget what?"

She dropped her voice; it was still undeniably hers like it had been months ago. "About this." Her voice returned to its normal prettiness. "I was raised as one too. Your mum tried to tell me boys don't cry as well. Do you not remember?" He'd completely forgotten she was trans for a couple of minutes. He'd forgotten that they had been raised with some similarities.

"Your Mums, though..."

"They told me it was okay; didn't mean I struggled any less with being able to cry." It was weird to hear her saying things that sounded so relatable when he'd always assumed she was so different. "Instead of crying, you got mad at me; at least that's what I'm guessing. Basically what I'm saying is it's okay to cry and it doesn't make you less of a guy."

"Then why did I only start crying after getting this body?" A lot of what she was saying made sense. Though a lot of it sounded like SJW bullshit that he used to mock. Crying was weak, his mum had taught him that.

"Let's see, your body suddenly changed. You got a massive influx of hormones that can change your mood and can make you cry, and I'm pretty sure you only started crying when I showed up. That's a lot of emotions going on at once, and while they won't change your identity or who you are as a person, hormones can make you cry."

He was relieved to have someone finally explain some of this stuff to him. After being thrown into this, he'd been so clueless, and Katie was once again saving him. Something was freeing about knowing his body wouldn't change his brain. He wanted to cry, he was so relieved. There were still questions that needed answering.

The bell for class rang, but he wasn't up to going to class yet. Something told him Katie wasn't done talking to him either.

"Should we go to class?" he asked, despite knowing the answer.

"I'm not going to class until we talk about Nick," she said. How could he have forgotten about Nick? The guy who had been almost constantly on his mind the last couple of days and the guy that he couldn't bear to face.

"Then let's go somewhere else, where the teachers won't tell us to go back to class."

Melody's tree, the last place he'd been able to talk to Nick and where he'd decided that he needed to avoid him if he valued his sexuality. That hug, being in his arms, just thinking about it made him want to go back to that time and get closer to him. Something he wouldn't let happen. The tree still had that calming aura around it. One that made those memories stop hurting as much.

"What I said earlier still stands, James." Her tone had become more stern, similar to the one she had used earlier. "I didn't think you would just ditch someone when it became inconvenient for you." He'd hoped Nick would just get sick of him and leave their group. He'd hoped that Nick would find some friends that deserved him, and he'd hoped that Nick would stop caring about him.

"I don't deserve him," he said softly. It was the truth or at least part of it.

"You're right, you don't."

"Thanks." He meant it as well, he wanted someone to confirm that he'd made the right decision.

"That doesn't change the fact that he's your friend, though. Someone that cares about you. I'm used to being targeted by you, I could stomach it when you started your little charade, but Nick just thought you suddenly hated him."

"What? No!"

"How was he meant to interpret it? He's not a mind reader. What was your plan anyway?" He knew his plan. It was so simple. Stop himself from falling for a guy. Nick made that hard, so he tried to distance himself. Tried to stop himself from thinking about the sweet guy who had been treating him so tenderly.

"I can't say." There was no way he would admit any of that to Katie.

"Look, if you don't spill the beans I'm going to guess." There was no way she could know. He'd said the dreams he'd been having were nightmares. He hadn't told Katie anything aside from that.

"Go ahead."

"You like him, don't you?"

Alarm bells started ringing in his head. How could she have found out? He'd been so careful. The one thing he thought he could keep hidden. The one piece of definitive proof that his brain was changing.

"What, no!" he tried to protest, and as always it came out thoroughly unconvincing.

"There's no shame in it, James." But there was a shame. A lot of it. If he liked a guy, then his brain had changed. Therefore, he had to deny it. At least until he started pretending to be a girl. There was no shame in liking a guy if people thought he was a girl. Maybe it could help him be a girl eventually, but while he was still trying to be himself, he couldn't risk it.

"I don't like him."

"James, remember when you liked Stella in sixth grade and everyone knew and you'd try to deny it and fail every time? That's how you sound right now."

"Katie, please, I can't like a guy." He was pleading to her to stop asking. To stop the conversation. He didn't want to confront these feelings.

"It sounds like you already do." He wanted to slap her. She needed to shut up.

"Please, just let this go,"

"Not until you tell me why you were treating Nick that way." How was he meant to when she would see through whatever lie he told?

"He was treating me like a girl!" he exclaimed. Finally, a partially true statement. The sweet comforting way Nick treated him made him feel safe and secure. It made him feel like a girl, and the worst thing was he liked it.

"Doesn't sound like it from what I've heard. It sounded more like he was worried about you and wanted to help. Besides if that's all there was to it, you would be a lot madder right now."

"How do you know?" She was so frustratingly right.

"Because I know you, and also those dreams you told me about. You wouldn't have been so embarrassed if you thought they were just nightmares." Was there any point in hiding it from her? "Besides, he was trying to help you before he found out, right?"

"That's even worse! It means he subconsciously saw me as a girl and wanted to protect me!" Every word coming out of his mouth sounded like a girl's. To anyone watching it would look like two girls talking about boys. This was the last thing he wanted. Was there any point in trying to act like a guy anymore? Maybe it was best to rip the band-aid off and try being a girl publicly, instead of just trying to get used to it at home.

"Which is more likely? Nick somehow knew you were a girl and started trying to take care of you, or Nick saw his friend was struggling and wanted to help." Rhetorical questioning. Why did she always make him question himself?

"The latter, but that's worse! That means I just randomly fell for a cute guy who was just trying to help his bro out. I feel so fucking gay." He'd started crying; she'd done so much work trying to convince him that he hadn't changed and now the change was undeniable. "I liked girls, I know I liked girls, I had dreams about you for crying out loud, and when Mum took me shopping I ogled an underwear model. But now I keep thinking about Nick."

"So are you saying that you don't find a cute girl like me attractive?" she teased. When did she become so confident? And why was she using it to mock him? How was he even meant to respond? How was he meant to stop blushing?

"I, uh, fuck, Katie, please don't make this any harder," he sobbed.

"You are ridiculously dense, James."

"What?"

"James, it's not for me to dictate your identity, but are you sure you're not bi?"

There was a couple of seconds of silence as what she had just said began to sink in. It was hard to deny he found Katie incredibly cute. His dreams with her involved were weird because they'd been friends for so long, not because he didn't find her attractive. Nick was also incredibly cute, his tanned skin and those warm brown eyes, the hugs he gave, all of it just made him feel things he didn't want to feel. He hadn't lost his attraction to women, he'd just gained an attraction to men. That wasn't much better.

"So becoming a girl made me bi? How is that better? I'm still crushing on a guy, Katie. Do you wanna know what I thought on Thursday?" He was frustrated, and she wasn't helping too much.

"What did you think, James?"

"I thought it wouldn't be so bad if I had him as a boyfriend." She was smiling while he was still struggling to keep his tears under control. "So can you please take this seriously?" he pleaded.

"Okay, I want you to think back to how you thought of Nick two weeks ago."

James remembered when Nick started playing his new MOBA; he remembered thinking it was kind of cute how he rambled. The way he would lose track of his sentences and start over. It was cute. He was cute. James had always thought he was cute.

"I thought he was cute but I didn't want to date him!"

"I mean that week you spent a lot of time together. He kept you company, right? Isn't it possible you started liking him properly because of that?" Everything she said made sense. Too much sense. "Plus you liked me when we were younger."

"What?"

"Oh, come on James. You think I didn't notice your 'if only you were a girl' stuff?" Why did she keep calling him out?

"You are a girl, Katie!"

"You didn't know that." Why was she right? Why was she consistently right? "Anyway, you need to talk to Nick."

"What should I even say?" He'd fucked up so consistently over the last couple of days. Was he meant to just tell him everything?

"Tell him you were worried about your brain being girlified, so you didn't want anyone you liked being around to see you like that, I don't know. You're the one that made the mistake. If you're feeling brave, you could be honest. Straight up tell him you are falling for him and that scares you with everything else going on." That didn't sound like the worst idea. Even if it was scary, he wanted Nick as a friend no matter what and he had a feeling that if he didn't tell him everything, Nick might leave.

"So are we sure my brain isn't becoming a girl?"

"James, you are the same idiot I've known for ten years." Playful insults coming from her felt different from when they came from Ben; she was coming from a place of endearment and considering she had just quelled his biggest fears, it was obvious she still cared.

"Then I'm going to cut this week short."

"What?" She looked shocked at his declaration.

"If my brain isn't going to change, then I don't have to worry about me becoming a different person."

"James, you have a day left, you can still turn up as a guy tomorrow." This wasn't what he wanted to do. It was the most terrifying thing imaginable. Yet, it seemed like the logical thing. If there was nothing to wait for, no identity being changed, nothing to make it easier, then he'd just suck it up. Tomorrow he'd come to school in drag and that would be that. 

"Katie, it's probably better if I stop hiding. Mum's been organising everything all this week. I shouldn't put it off. It will give everyone time to process over the weekend."

"Then I'll be here when you need me," she said. It was easy to believe her.

They went their separate ways. James went to the office and called his mum, while Katie went to class. There was no reason to put it off any longer. Not when his current feelings weren't going to change. He was going to be a girl and hate it, but at least he'd hopefully have some people who cared about him by his side. While he waited for the receptionist to call his mum, he began typing up his message to Nick. There was no way, to be honest without telling him everything.

Jamie: Hey, Nick. I'm sorry about the last two days. I'm not sure how to explain why I did it without telling you everything, so I'm sorry. Tuesday was one of the most stressful mornings of my life, and when you hugged me, I realized maybe I was okay with having a boyfriend if it was you. Then I freaked out, I couldn't stop thinking about that and thought I was turning more into a girl than I already am. I know this is a lot to spring on you. I know it must have seemed like I hated you and I'm sorry. Katie talked some sense into me."

There was a lot of him that wanted to cry then, not just because he was about to tell Nick that he liked him, but because things were going to get more real tomorrow. He had to hope that Nick still wanted something to do with him.

Jamie: I'm telling Ben and Lachie tonight, and tomorrow I'll be in drag. Yay. If you want to talk after school, please do. I made this decision pretty quickly. Having a couple of regrets. Also, note the name change. Talk to you later. I'm sorry.
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 TA DA!!! James actually realising things! Congratulations, James on realising you are not Hetty spaghetti and are instead bi and ready to cry.



Finally, Some Answers.
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"Good girl, I'll be there to pick you up soon." His mum had already made him regret his decision. Why did she have to be patronising, even when he was doing exactly what she wanted?

"Okay, Mum."

There was a lot to think about while he waited. The biggest thing on his mind was Nick; that had become a theme the last week. He couldn't stop thinking about the message he'd sent. He'd only just realised he'd liked dudes the whole time and then just like that he'd confessed. Being honest was important, but for Nick that had to be sudden. He just hoped Nick wouldn't hate him.

Then there was Ben and Lachie. They'd need to know before he told everyone. If he suddenly went to class as a girl, Ben would probably see him as a freak or would laugh his ass off. He didn't even know how Lachie would react, but considering some of the crap Lachie had said, he wouldn't be surprised if he tried hitting on him.

"I'm going to talk to Miss Campbell about tomorrow, Jamie. You just wait here." James had been too lost in thought to even notice that his mum was there. This was happening. Jamie would be his name from now on, and tomorrow his teacher was going to tell everyone that. Everything was becoming more real. He just had to keep calm and hold on to what Katie had told him. Even if he didn't completely believe it.

Miss Campbell came out with his mum to see him off.

"Hey, James -- I mean Jamie." He recoiled at hearing someone call him that. "Just come to the office before homeroom and I'll take you to class so you can introduce yourself. Your mum will pick you up after." Miss Campbell was surprisingly calm about all this. James wondered if this is how it was for Katie.

"Thanks, Miss."

The car ride home was quiet. James didn't have much to say; that conversation with Katie had been enlightening, but so exhausting. He just wanted to collapse in a heap and sleep the rest of the day away. Unfortunately, his mum had other plans. When they got home, he walked into the living room and crashed on the couch; he wanted to sleep.

"We have to get you ready for tomorrow," his mum announced.

"We have the outfit, right? What else do I need?" He didn't want to think about this anymore, not until after he slept at least.

"Well, for starters your hair; you look like a lesbian. Why did you cut it, Jamie?" Was that a joke question? It had to be, right?

"Because I didn't want people finding out I was a girl."

"A girl's hair is her pride and joy, sweetie. You might need a wig until you can grow it out."

"Why? I like my hair the way it is."

"Because it makes you look like a boy. Go get changed; I'll show you what I mean."

He begrudgingly complied. Peeling off his comfort clothes was a pain. Putting on the other clothes was worse. Trying to put on a proper bra was a pain in the ass that he still couldn't get right after a week of practice. The dress he had picked out might have been the best that he saw, but it still wasn't comfortable; it made him feel exposed and perverted. Logically, he knew wearing a dress wasn't something for a girl to be ashamed of, but he was only a girl in body, not in mind.

"I'm dressed," he moaned.

"Good, now come to the bathroom. I need you in front of the mirror." Great, mirrors, his worst enemy.

He followed her voice to the bathroom. She ushered him in and then positioned him in front of the mirror. The girl in the mirror could be seen as nothing but a girl anymore. The dress highlighted her curves, the curves he wanted no one to see. Her breasts bulged out; they were hard to ignore and worst of all, he knew they were real.

"Now what do you see?"

"A girl in a dress."

"Yes, but does she look normal?" What kind of question was that? What was normal to her?

"I guess?" He was so unsure of everything she said.

"No, she looks like a lesbian. She looks too much like James; we don't want her to look like James, Jamie."

Now that she'd pointed it out, his hair did frame his face quite well; it was likely the reason he was able to still pass for a guy. Part of him was ecstatic about that. There was still something masculine about him. The other part of him wanted to be normal, he wanted to be a good child, he wanted to be safe.

"I see what you mean." He didn't want to feel bad about his masculinity, but for his safety, he had to. No one should be able to question who he now was. "What do you want to do about it?"

"I'm going to get you a wig." There wasn't any point in trying to stop her. She would do what she thought was best and he would follow her instructions.

"While you do that, can I sleep?"

"Sure, Jamie. Have a good sleep, sweetheart." She went out into the kitchen-lounge room to do some research on where to buy what she thought he needed.

He dragged himself to his room and pulled off the clothes he hated wearing. Laying on his bed, he wished for something he never would have before. He wished that he wouldn't have to worry about looking feminine. He wished he could just do it effortlessly so that he didn't have to think about it. As he replayed those terrifying thoughts in his head, he fell asleep.

Melody's tree was beginning to become a sign of a good dream to come; he was relieved to be there. There was something different this time as well. He felt awake and in control. Was this lucid dreaming? He'd never had one of those before

"You sure that's what you want James?" The voice came from behind and startled him. It was feminine, pretty and completely unfamiliar. He turned around to look at where the voice had come from. She -- he assumed she was she based on her voice -- was vague-looking, blurred out, like he couldn't process what she was. He recognized her from his dreams, the third person who only spoke gibberish.

"Who are you?" he asked. It seemed like the most obvious question to ask at the time. Especially when a seemingly sentient blur showed up so suddenly.

"I'm Melody; I'm the protector of LGBT kids at Ashland High."

"So this is your tree?" There were a lot of things he wanted to ask the mysterious figure. He started with the most obvious. This didn't feel like a normal dream; he hoped that this figure might be able to provide answers about the body he found himself in. Maybe she could tell him what did it. 

"Yes. I'm also the one who put you in this situation." He didn't expect her to be so open. The feelings he wanted to express felt muted; it was like he was actually at the tree instead of just there in a dream. He wanted to scream at her, he wanted to yell. It struck him that, if he wasn't under the effects of the tree, he probably would have been much more freaked out about talking to a ghost.

"Why?" If he couldn't feel angry, he at least wanted to know why this had happened and why his life had been so thoroughly fucked

"First of all, let me say some stuff. I saw what you and Katie talked about earlier. She's right, you aren't going to turn into a girl."

"What even are you?"

"I didn't mess with your brain or your sexuality.” The way she ignored his question made his urge to scream even stronger. Yeah, that confirmation was nice. But still... “Also, I'm a ghost; I'm kinda possessing you."

"You're what?"

"Okay, this is gonna take a bit of explaining, so buckle up. I'm Melody; I died around fifteen years ago. I was killed for being -- as your friend would say 'a tranny' -- well, they didn't know I was trans. Hell, I didn't know I was trans. I just wanted to be a girl and people found out, and I got harassed for it. One too many blows to the head and I died."

"How does that lead to turning me into a girl and making my life a dysphoric nightmare?"

"I'm getting to that. Don't interrupt me, we only have until you wake up. I've been trying to keep other kids like me safe since then. Thankfully, I think I've been able to save a couple of lives. You've been to my tree. It's meant to soothe and help. James, do you know about any of the controversies our school has been involved with?"

"I can't say I do, Miss Casper the not-so-friendly ghost."

"Ten years ago a girl from our school took her own life, a bullying incident. Do you know how many times I've seen similar things almost happen? I've seen at least ten all get close to ending it because of people like your friends." She spat her words at him. It was surreal to be yelled at by a ghost. Everything felt so real. His guilt was starting to flood in and even the calming nature of the tree wasn't able to hold it off.

"What does that have to do with me growing boobs?" 

"Do you know how many times I watched Katie cry in the bathroom because of you?" Her tone was venomous. "Do you know where that would have gone if you kept going at it?"

"No," he lied. His voice was shaking; it was a dream, but everything felt so real. This blurred girl was intimidating, and if this was more than just a dream, it was the only way to get answers.

"You could have killed her." Her voice was louder than a dream could possibly be, he felt it in his gut. The weight of what she had said hung in the air for a second.

"I couldn't have done that. I would never let it go that far." He didn't know if it was true. He wanted to believe things would never have gotten that bad. He needed to believe.

"Even if you didn't, you'd already fucked her up. Imagine if you'd kept going."

"So you gave me boobs to punish me?"

"I tried over and over to stop you. You just kept getting worse."

"I really did. Didn't I?"

"You weren't that bad at the start of high school. It was clear you cared about her. Do you know how much it hurt, watching you two start destroying each other?" He did. He’d lived it.

"I'm sorry." He wasn't sure why he was apologising. Something about the way she spoke made him feel for her. Maybe it was an apology for everything he'd made her watch. Maybe it was just to make himself feel better.

"So I tried something; I possessed you. I wasn't sure it would work, but I needed to do something. I latched onto you and that night I got to work. We merged a bit and my body map changed your body."

"Why didn't you talk to me earlier?"

"Well, I didn’t expect you to ask me to make you more girly! I had to make sure you knew what you were asking for. I've never done this before. They don't give ghosts manuals."

“You’ve already put me through this much, why ask now?” Her appearance felt so sudden. 

“As much as things sucked, you are getting better." He didn't know what she meant. "I mean you started talking to Katie. You realised you were bi. I already hurt you more than I meant to. I was trapped in the school, James, I didn't know about your mum. I needed to ask before I made things worse again.” He wasn’t sure why he believed her. She’d broken his life, his friendships, and yet somehow he believed it wasn’t meant to hurt this bad. It was meant to be a lesson instead of a punishment.

"So can you turn me back now?" he asked. It was unlikely; something told him that she wasn't done with him. She wouldn’t be asking if she could. 

"I'm sorry, I can't."

"Why?"

"You need to start the changes before I can do anything." What did that mean? Start the change? How was he meant to do that when his mum wouldn't even let him use his name?

"I see." He did not see. He was confused.

"I can, however, do what you asked for before sleeping. It might make things easier in the short term. I’ll try help as well." Until he could figure out how to be a guy again, he wanted to at least fill the role he was forced into. He wanted to be safe, and he wanted his mum to be happy with him.

"Please do."

"Okay, James. I'm going to get to work. After this, your body will grow like normal. Also, say hi to Katie for me!"

"Do it yourself."

He woke up to a bit of scratchiness around his neck. There was still light coming through his curtain. It couldn't have been too long past three. Melody had said she'd grant his wish. It was probably for the best he checked that out. It was time to look in the mirror again. 
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Nick wasn’t sure he read James’ message right. There was no way that was what he meant, right? Why was Nick focusing on that and not what James had said about coming to school as a girl? Was he that desperate to know how James felt about him? Fresh out of class and now he was losing it over a boy! He had to talk to Katie. She’d know what was going on. She had to. 

“What’s going on, Katie?”

“James decided to come to school as a girl tomorrow,” Katie stated.

“I know; he told me that.”

“I’m sorry, that’s all I know.” That wasn’t going to cut it. He needed more information. 

“Can you come with me for a second.” 

He pulled her aside. She needed to explain this message. There was no way he was going to relax until she did. 

“Katie, what does it mean?”

"Nick, I’m really sorry. He needs to explain. It’s not my place.”

“What does that mean?”

“James has to tell you.” She sounded conflicted. At least that's what he guessed, “Look, Nick, he's probably gone to bed or something. Send him a message. He’ll answer it when he wakes up.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because James is an idiot.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You’d be surprised, Nick.”

They joined back up with Adam and the other people that had started coming to the table over the last couple of weeks. Those two were so open about stuff, it made like-minded people flock to them. He tried to compose a message for James. Maybe just asking was the best way to deal with this.

Nick: What do you mean “maybe you’d be okay with having a boyfriend if it was me.”

Now he just had to wait until James responded. Just one more class of being unable to focus, and then, hopefully, he could get some answers. Participating in the conversations of lunch didn’t seem like a viable option. He didn’t know these people. Instead, he listened, hoping that what they were talking about would distract him from his confusion. 

Jamie: I meant, I might like you. In a romantic way.

The message had appeared in the middle of last period but he had only just seen it. Why was his heart pounding so hard? What was he meant to say to a confession like that?

Nick: I like you too. 

Why did he say that? His hands had moved while he was panicking! 

Jamie: You do?

How was he meant to explain any of this to him? How was he meant to confirm things while he was blushing and waiting for his dad to pick him up?

Nick: Yeah, I do. 

Again his hands were moving before he could think. There was no way out of this anymore.

Jamie: As a girl?

Nick: As a guy. 

Jamie: Shit. What are we meant to do in a situation like this?

Nick: IDK? I thought you’d hate me for it if I told you.

Jamie: I could never hate you, dude!

Nick: You called me a fag. 

Jamie: Fuck, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise. I was caught up freaking myself out.

The car ride home was nerve-racking. He wanted to keep talking to James, but he didn’t know what to say. He wanted to call him. Figure out what they could do.

“Talking to a girl?” his dad asked. Of course, he would notice his blushing.

“No, I’m just happy,” Nick lied.

“You don’t have to hide it, Nick.” He was smiling. His dad was always interested in what he was doing. He’d done so much over the years to understand him, even if he struggled with understanding Nick sometimes. He remembered his dad searching up websites for parents of kids with ADHD and autism. “I’m just glad you are talking to girls or guys. I’m not gonna judge.” How did he figure that out? Was Nick that obvious?

“I am talking to someone I’m interested in.” He decided it was best to just come forward with it. He needed advice. This wasn’t something he’d ever thought about before. Dating just never seemed like it would be on the cards when he had enough trouble making friends. 

“Is it that boy you always talk about?” Was he that obvious? “If so, know that I love you, no matter what, son.”

“It is; he said he likes me and I don’t know what to do about it, Dad.” 

“Ask him out? If he likes you, why not go on a date?” 

“What do you even do on a date? I wouldn’t know where to start! I can’t just ask him out. He has so much going on and --”

“Okay, okay. Then I guess just talk to him about it.” 

“You know I don’t know how to do that!”

“Just don’t think about it too much. If he likes you, he might take the lead.”

“He has so much going on, Dad. I don’t know he’ll be okay with that.” 

“It’ll work out, okay?”

They pulled into the driveway. 

“We’re home, now go talk to that boy. Your mum and I will be cheering you on and here if you need us.”

“Okay, Dad.”

They got out and Nick’s dad pulled him in for a hug. It was nice knowing that no matter what happened, his parents would love him. Once that was done, he headed for his bedroom. There was a lot he needed to talk about with James. 

Nick: I’m sorry, James. I was in the car. 

Jamie: It’s fine. Can we call? I need to talk to you about stuff. 

Nick: Sure.

An incoming call message was only on the screen for a second before he answered. 

“Uh, hi, Nick.” His voice had changed. Drastically this time. It was softer, sweeter. It was less like James hadn’t gone through puberty and more like he’d had his entire voice box swapped out.

“James, holy fuck, what happened to your voice?” 

“It’s a long story. You know Melody’s tree?” 

“Yeah?”

“Well, I talked to Melody, I asked her to make me more feminine.” James was talking to a dead girl from over a decade ago. That was definitely something they’d talk about after this identity-shattering nonsense was over. 

“Why, James?”

“Please, call me Jamie.” Jamie seemed like he was struggling to get those words out. As if saying it was causing him pain. 

“Why then, Jamie? I thought you didn’t want to be a girl?” Nick was so confused as to why Jamie would ask a dead girl to make him more feminine. It seemed completely at odds with everything he had expressed over the last couple of days.

“I want to be normal. I don’t want to be a girl, but if I have to be, I don’t want to be a target. You know?” Jamie’s voice sounded like he was on the brink of crying. “She appeared in my dreams, told me she did this to me and she can’t undo it. All she could do was make me more normal. So I took her up on that.” 

“You’re really going to come to school as a girl tomorrow, aren’t you?”

“I am. I feel like such a chick asking this, but can you check out my outfit for tomorrow? I took a photo of it and I think I’m going to send it to Lachie and Ben to let them know.” He sounded so defeated. Nick wished he was there to help him out. 

“Okay, what kind of feedback do you want?”

“Tell me if I look like a girl.”

“Okay. I’m sorry, Jamie.”

The photo came through their private messages. The girl in the picture was cute; she had most of the same facial features as James, only hers were softer. Her hair went down to her shoulders and looked well kept and pretty. She was wearing a dress that showed off her modest curves. She looked like a girl. He wouldn’t have believed this was the same guy from earlier that day if Jamie hadn’t already gone through a more drastic change before. 

“Wow, dude. You look pretty.”

“I have no idea how to feel about that, Nick.” He could only imagine the amount of conflict going on inside Jamie’s head right now. 

“I’m sorry.” There were so many things he wanted to ask Jamie about. So many things needed to be said. He wanted to comfort him and tell him that he’d always be a guy in his eyes, but that might not be what he needed. 

“It’s fine, Nick. I just don’t know what to do. I don’t want to be a girl, but I want to be normal, but I don't want to be a girl and I can’t be a guy because my mum would never let me transition so I have to learn to be a girl.” Jamie was rambling. Why did Nick think that was cute? Even with that soft voice, he could hear that Jamie hadn’t changed.

“It’s nice to see the guy I like is still in there.” Why was he being so blunt? Jamie must have been freaking out enough already; he needed support. Not a dumb gay flirting with him. He’d been trying to hide his feelings that morning and now he was being way too open. Was it the relief of knowing Jamie wouldn’t hate him that was allowing him to act like this?

“Aaa,” Jamie squeaked. 

“I’m sorry!” Nick squeaked back. 

“It’s okay. I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do!” Seeing Jamie embarrassed like this was a weight off Nick’s shoulders. This guy who was usually so cool was so cute when he was embarrassed.

“Neither do I!” Everything felt too sudden. This couldn’t have happened naturally. Jamie had never shown interest in him before right? It couldn’t be real.  “Before we figure this out though, are you okay with liking me like that? Did Melody do this to you as well?” He felt dumb for not thinking of that earlier. Jamie might not even actually like him. It could all just be some dumb trick being played on him. 

“I thought that might have happened, too. I didn’t want to be around you because I thought the more time I spent with you, the more girly I’d become.” There it was. He was about to say all of this was just a joke played by a pissed-off ghost or something. “Melody didn’t change my sexuality. She told me that. Katie was surprised I didn’t realise I like guys earlier.”

“So, you like me?” It still seemed so impossible. 

“Yes, I’m pretty sure I do.” Jamie’s embarrassed confession was too cute. It was so much like him.  “What about you? You said you liked me as a guy. Are you sure you still like me when I look, you know, that?” It was weird. No matter how girly he sounded or looked, it was hard to see Jamie as anything other than a guy. He’d gone from handsome to cute, sure, but he was still a guy. 

“I can’t think of you as anything other than a guy. I like you.” His heart was doing backflips as he said it. 

“Shit, I don’t know how this works.”

“Me neither,”

“Then do you want to be my boyfriend?” Jamie asked. Was this how relationships went? Nick had never been in one before. He’d never realised he had a crush before. Was he ready for this? 

Then, like a skillshot, it hit him. Nick had no idea where all of this confidence was coming from, but he felt like he knew what he had to say.

“Do you want to be mine?” 
Sending a Selfie to the Boys
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Jamie had a boyfriend. The thing he was most scared of. Something he’d never thought would happen or could happen. He had a boyfriend and he was ecstatic about it. There was still so much to do before tomorrow, so much he still needed to tell and explain to Katie, Ben and Lachie, but here he was, blushing and freaking out over having a boyfriend. If he wasn't so panicked, he would probably be freaking out over how he was acting like a schoolgirl, but he couldn't, Nick was there. A guy who, despite everything, still somehow thought of Jamie as a guy, and one worth crushing on.  So what if Jamie had had multiple nightmares about this situation? So what if people would eventually see him as Nick's girlfriend? He couldn't help but smile. Something good had come out of this awful experience and he wanted to bask in it. 

"I do. I'm just sorry I'll be seen as your girlfriend."

"That's another thing. Should I call you a girl? I mean, do you want me to use she/her pronouns?" He didn't. Hell, he didn't want to talk about any of this, when he could just be talking to his boyfriend and figuring out how to deal with his newly figured-out sexuality.

"I need to get used to being called a girl."

"I don't want to misgender my boyfriend, dude." His boyfriend. That was him. Why did being called his boyfriend feel so fucking good?

"At least in public?" Jamie asked. Nick's concern was touching, but he needed to learn.

"I can do that. I'm sorry." 

"It's okay. I need to get used to it. I'm gonna be wearing a dress tomorrow and I doubt Lachie and Ben will be too worried about misgendering me."

"How are you going to tell them?"

"I'm gonna post in announcements. It's probably the best place to start I guess. Is it okay if we stay on call while I tell them?" It felt like he was giving in to femininity and becoming weak by asking for help, but was that even worth worrying about when he was wearing a dress and talking to his boyfriend? This was stressful. Support was going to be important.

"Of course."

Jamie figured the best place to start was by posting a picture. Seeing is believing when it came to these guys and they weren't going to believe him unless he posted that picture first. Looking at it hurt. He might have asked for the new changes, but they were still terrifying to see. His soft face, his long hair; he couldn't recognise himself anymore. There was nothing left of James in there. It was just Jamie.

Ben: Who's that?

A reasonable question. Jamie was unrecognizable.

Jamie: That's me.

Ben: Holy shit, are you serious? Is that a filter or something?

Now the fun part of explaining he now has tits.

"Fucking hell. I just realised I can't convince them the same way I convinced everyone else."

"What do you mean?"

"People only believed me before this cause I showed them my chest. I mean, can you imagine what would have happened if they found me as you did?" Jamie shivered just thinking about it.

"Just say, 'I woke up as a girl' or something."

Jamie: I wish. I woke up as a girl two weeks ago. That's why my voice has been weird.

Ben: You've been spending too much time with the freaks, James.

Jamie: Ben, look at that picture. Does it look like I'm joking here?

Lachie: So you have boobs now?

Jamie: Unfortunately.

Ben: As internet law dictates. Show us.

Jamie: God you're gross.

Ben: Then I don't believe you.

Lachie: So this is why you've been ditching us?

Jamie: Yeah. I didn't want you two to find out.

Ben: Aww, don't you trust us?

"Why am I friends with these guys, Nick?" he asked. Why did he hang out with guys like Ben?

"Lachie isn't too bad."

"It was rhetorical, dude."

Lachie: So you're a girl now?

Jamie: If you don't believe me, I'll be dressed like that tomorrow.

Ben: Not gonna respond, huh?

Lachie: You asked her to show her tits.

He recoiled at being called 'her'. That was something he needed to work on if he wanted to pretend to be a girl. Maybe he'd have to try referring to himself that way. He needed to think of himself as a girl. That was what his mum had been trying to teach him all last week.

"Nick, can I call myself your girlfriend?" Jamie struggled to get those words out. Being a girlfriend was the last thing he wanted.

"Why? You're a boy. That makes me your boyfriend." Nick was too sweet. He wanted to just agree. He wanted to be Nick's boyfriend.

"I need to try thinking of myself as a girl," Jamie said. She said.

"Okay, just don't push yourself."

Jamie: I knew you'd be like this Ben.

Ben: It was just a joke.

Jamie: I know.

Jamie: But still, suck my dick, asshole.

Ben: Kind of hard when you don't have one.

Jamie: Fuck you.

Ben: That's not very ladylike, Jamie.

She wanted to punch Ben in the face. She needed to punch him in the face, but she knew that wouldn't end well. Tears started welling up. Why did this always happen when she got frustrated? Was she not allowed to be angry?

"Are you seriously going to hang out with them from now on, Jamie?" Nick asked softly.

"I need to." Her sobs were picked up by her microphone. Getting them under control while trying to understand her old friends wasn't going to happen. Ben sucked. Over the last week, he'd pushed her into so many bad situations, but for some reason, she didn't want to lose him. She didn't want to lose any friends over this. 

"Why? We could hang out with Katie. We could probably even tell her about us?" That sounded nice. It would be better. It would be so much better. So why did she want to say no? Everything was fucked, why go back to it? Why did she so badly want to hang out with assholes?

"I want to be with my friends," she sobbed. "I don't want to lose everything James had." The divide had been crossed, the dam had broken. She'd done what she was most scared of; she'd started seeing James as the other. The girl in the mirror James had seen when he'd woken up that first day was her now.

"It's okay, Jamie."

"It's not. I don't want to be Jamie," she cried. Why couldn't she stop? She'd decided to try referring to herself as a girl and already she felt like she'd lost something important.

"It's okay, James." She wanted to accept what he said, but it wasn't true.

"I'm not James anymore, Nick. James died when I woke up as a girl."

"You're not a girl."

"That's what Melody said, that's what Katie said. It doesn't change my body. It doesn't change that I can't be James anymore." All that was left of him were painful memories and dulled impulses.

"You're the same guy you've always been." How could he say that while listening to her sobbing? "You're the same guy who listened to my ramblings and didn't mock me for it. The guy who picked me up when I tripped. The guy who invited a lonely kid sitting by himself to play games."

"That was all James," she mumbled.

"Exactly. It was all you. You're the same person, Jamie. Katie and Melody didn't lie."

"I would never have told you I liked you if it wasn't for this. James wouldn't do that."

"You did, though, didn't you? Do you regret not being like your old self when it came to this?"

"No, I just don't know anymore." Her tears were starting to subside.

"You're still you, still the James I've been crushing on for weeks." She felt her face warm up. How long had she not noticed?

"Holy shit, you liked me for that long?"

"Uh, yeah. Sorry. Fuck. We should get back to dealing with the other two." What? Her brain felt like it was about to short circuit. 

Lachie: Back off Ben. Can you imagine how confused she must be?

Ben: Look, she should have told us instead of lying and going to make out with Nick.

Lachie: Dude, I think you've made it obvious why she wouldn't tell us you fucking perv.

Ben: That's rich coming from a hentai addict.

Lachie: I stopped reading that like a month ago.

Lachie: Grow up.

It was touching seeing Lachie defend her. Maybe it would be fine if she hung out with them next week. All she could do was hope. Dealing with Adam scowling at her if she tried to stay with Katie didn't sound like fun as he was trying to adjust.

"I didn't expect a defence from Lachie."

"Yeah, I didn't expect that from 'Mr. Look at my titty laptop background'"

"Nick."

"Yeah?"

"You need to work on your insults."

"Hey, I'm not taking that from my boyfriend." Once again butterflies started fluttering around in his stomach. Why did being Nick's boyfriend make him feel like flying?

Lachie: I'm sorry about him, Jamie. I hope you'll be okay to hang out with us at lunch.

Jamie: It's not your fault. I'll try.

Jamie heard the front door close. Mum was home and she'd have to explain her hair, her voice and all the other small changes that had occurred in her sleep.

"I have to go, Nick. I'm sorry I'll talk to you later."

"Okay. Stay safe. Jamie."

She hadn't changed out of her outfit for tomorrow. That was good. Her mum would be glad to see her getting used to it. Even if it was killing her inside.

"Jamie, come out here!"

"I'm coming, Mum." Jamie's voice rang in her ears. It sounded pretty and melodic. A week ago, hearing that would have broken her; now she was disconnected from it. The noise that came from her mouth wasn't hers.

"Jamie, is that you?"

She walked into the living room. Explaining was too much effort when showing her new look would be far easier.

"Oh, sweetie, you look beautiful!"

"You're not going to question what happened?"

"Why should I? You already turned into a girl and I couldn't find a wig for you. It has to be fate."

Jamie wasn't sure how to explain it was a pissed ghost.

"I guess..."

"Now, come on, Jamie. No one would ever believe you were a boy -- and your voice, fate really did a number on that. It's so nice and pretty."

"Thanks..." She wanted to get out of there. She wanted to get to her computer. She wanted to talk to Nick, or Katie, or anyone else.

"Have you told your friends?"

"They know."

"I'd have loved to have seen the looks on their faces. Seeing their guy friend turn into such a beautiful princess must have been quite a shock." There was an amused quality to her voice that made Jamie want to scream. Mum really loved rubbing it in. The longer this went on, the more sure Jamie was that her mum had never wanted a boy. She never wanted a son. She wanted a doll.

"Get any good reactions? That Nick boy seems sweet." Jamie started blushing furiously. Why did she ask about Nick of all people? "Aw, my girl already has a crush on a boy. I told you, you'd get used to this."

"I don't!" she shouted. Not a lie, it was more than a crush now.

"Someone is defensive."

"Mum! I'm not your toy."

"You're my daughter. I'm allowed to take interest in my child's life."

"Then why didn't you take interest when I was a guy?" She didn't mean to say that. She shouldn't have said that.

"Go to your room. I'll get you for dinner."

"But, Mum..."

"Go to your room, young lady." Her mum spat those words out. Another way of just reinforcing Jamie would always be a girl to her from then on. She would never be seen as James again. Defeated, she returned to her room and sat at her desk. Before today, it would have been lights out, but she needed to talk. 

Katie: Your name isn't very creative, Jay. Anyway, how are you?

She needed to fill Katie in on everything that happened.

Jamie: I'm surviving. I told Nick everything.

Katie: I saw.

Jamie: I asked him out.

Katie: WHAT?

Jamie: I also came out to Ben and Lachie.

Jamie: And I look like this now.

She sent the picture. It might have been sudden to just drop all this on Katie, but Jamie needed to get everything out of the way.

Katie: Wow, how did that happen?

Jamie: How did any of this happen?

Jamie: A fucking ghost named Melody. She says hi BTW.

Katie: I'll ask again.

Katie: WHAT???
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In the six hours since Katie had had her talk with James, he had somehow unravelled the mystery she had been investigating, got himself a boyfriend, accepted his sexuality, become more girly and come out to his asshole friends. It would have been incredible if it weren’t so poorly thought out and rushed. Seriously, who just decides to make their dysphoria worse? Who talks to a ghost and decides,’Yeah, make my life even worse’ is a good thing to ask for? James, that’s who. Trying to understand his decision-making was starting to seem futile. 

Katie: So, do you want me to call you Jamie?

Jamie: No, but do it anyway. 

Katie: Okay, Jay.

Jamie: Why are you calling me that?

It would be a lie if she said he had been forgiven for all of his transphobia over the last couple of months. Reusing the nickname from when they went bra shopping seemed to be a good way to get back at him, while also not hurting him.

Katie: You know? Like you called me K?

Jamie: I’m sorry about that. 

Katie: I mean, it was like two weeks ago. You have bigger problems. 

Jamie: Maybe. But still, I’m sorry. For that and everything else.

Katie: Let’s talk about this another time. 

She wasn’t ready to have another emotional talk with James after earlier. Sure it had been enlightening and getting him to hopefully give up his bastard ways once and for all was great, but she also didn’t want to think about apologies when he was already tired. He could apologise when he wasn’t struggling and they could talk about it properly.

Jamie: Okay. 

Katie: Anything you need help with for tomorrow?

Jamie: I’ve already bothered you enough. I’m gonna get some more sleep. TTYL

Katie: Okay, tell the ghost I said hi if you see her again.

Jamie: Sure.

Now it was time to think about the ghost. About Melody. Ghosts made sense. How else could things start appearing in a closed bag? What else could have been moving those chairs around? What else could accelerate her transition? Still, it was hard to understand why she’d turned him into a girl. She’d have to ask for more details later. Maybe she could ask Melody to talk. There had to be a way for them to communicate if she could talk to Jay. In the meantime, she had some research to do.

An hour of searching yielded a small amount of information about her. She’d died in 2001. Her parents begged for her ‘nickname’ to be printed on her memorial instead of her deadname. Three teachers were fired because of their inaction, and since then Ashland High had had anti-bigotry programs in place to deal with garbage students. Those programs weren’t enough for the school to tell their students about the school’s history, or to talk about suicide or LGBT issues or history. Those programs were still not enough to prevent Jay and Ben’s bullshit and also not enough to prevent the death of a student a couple of years after the first incident. Good job, school system! It was almost enough to make her understand some of Melody’s radical methods. Almost. Melody had been there for years, right? Stuck in the school for so long, surely she would understand the rules and programs in place. Wouldn’t it have been less destructive for her to simply get Jay and Ben caught by the teachers? One of the biggest reasons they got away with all of their crap was because Miss Campbell was consistently late enough that they could pretend they didn’t do anything.

Maybe talking to Adam would help her put together a reason behind all of her actions. Adam was always a good rubber ducky when she was faced with a hard problem, and even if he couldn’t help her figure it out, talking to him was nice. It made her feel normal, like sure there was a ghost that changed someone's body, and she was trying to understand it because she might have an obsession with Mystery Inc., but in the end, she was just a teenage girl who had crushes sometimes. It was nice. Feeling normal was a rare pleasure for people like her.

Katie: Hey Adam, found out what’s been going on with all of the weird stuff.

Adam: What is it? 

Katie: It’s a ghost, Adam. A ghost! Who would have thought? Not me. I mean I had thought about the possibility, but it didn’t seem likely.  Ghosts!

Adam: So there’s a ghost?

Katie: Her name is Melody, she died around fifteen years ago, and apparently she is the protector of LGBTQIA kids at Ashland High. 

Adam: And she’s the reason everything is happening. 

Katie: Yup.

Adam: Well that’s anti-climatic. 

Katie: We can't pull the mask off this one, bonafide supernatural shenanigans going on over here. I mean supernatural was really the only option as soon as James changed. 

Adam: I mean have we tried pouring boiling water on him yet?

Katie: ADAM NO.

Adam: Adam yes.

Katie: I highly doubt this is a Ranma situation. 

Adam: I was prepared to believe it was any form of weird shit. You’ve told me about so much of that GB stuff, nano-bots or weird gender-bender viruses would also be believable. Ghosts are a little less interesting.

Katie: Call me out why don’t you.

Adam: You love it when I do, don’t lie. So how’d you find this out? 

Katie: Apparently, James is possessed. She told him that in his dreams. From my research, she wasn’t lying.

Adam: This is wild Katie.  

Katie: I know! It’s great. I just wish I was the one who found it out.

That was the downside to all of this. She’d tried being methodical. She’d tried catching it on tape or trying to science out solutions, but Melody had eluded her. A ghost was one option, but it was a farfetched one. Occam’s Razor said the option with the fewest assumptions was likely correct, and a ghost-related conclusion took a lot of assumptions to be correct. At least there were still some things to learn; why did she keep tripping Nick? It didn’t seem like it would help her achieve anything. If she was meant to protect LGBT kids, why repeatedly trip one? Hell, why did she make Jay’s sexuality discovery even more complicated than it would have been otherwise? 

Melody’s motivations were confusing at best, illogical at worst. What Katie would give to talk to Melody. It would be an enlightening conversation, to say the least. I mean a conversation with a ghost would bring so many things into question, it would confirm the existence of the supernatural and it could explain so many things about the human condition, but that was all hypothetical. It wasn’t like she could walk up to Jay and be like, ‘Hey can you patch me through to Melody, thanks mate I appreciate it.’. How would talking to the supernatural even work? It was probably better to focus on talking to Adam, instead of letting her mind wander into ridiculous territories.

Adam: Well, I doubt that’s the end of all this. After all, James still exists. Am I gonna have to deal with James? I don’t want to deal with that asshole.

Katie: Well, IDK, he didn’t tell me how coming out to Ben and Lachie went. 

Adam: What?

Katie: I know right? Also, he’s going all-in tomorrow.

Adam: Jeez. So he might come to the table. 

Katie: He might. I doubt he will drop his pride that quickly, though. 

How would he being there even work? It was something she hadn’t thought about. A fantasy she usually refused to indulge. Hanging out with James regularly again, without dwelling on all the bullshit that had happened between them. Part of her wanted to explain to Adam that she hoped that would happen, that she hoped Jay could hang out with them. Because despite his bullshit, she cared about him. She wanted him to be better. Maybe it would be possible; she’d just have to warm Adam up to the idea. 

Adam: From what you’ve told me, that sounds right.

Katie: Maybe Nick can put some sense into him. 

Adam: Maybe. 

Katie: I might need help giving him advice, still. I mean he’s a trans guy and I don’t know all the ins and outs of that.

Adam: If he asks me directly, I’ll help him. I’m not going out of my way to help though. He’s gotten enough out of you. 

Katie: Fair.

Adam: Speaking of James. Why are you still helping him? He’s been on your back for six months, and even after you helped him out he still turned it back on you. Why do you keep helping him, Kat?

Katie: Cause he’s my friend.

Getting into the nitty-gritty of everything would have been a pain. How was she meant to explain to her best friend that she kept helping her old asshole best friend because she missed him?

Adam: I figured. Well, if you want a break from mystery-solving and helping out dickheads, wanna watch a movie or something this weekend?

Katie: Yes

Her hands had moved before she’d even finished reading the message. It would be good to get away from thinking about ghosts and Jay, and her body rapidly changing. Maybe it would be a good time to try out some of the clothes she’d never been brave enough to wear. She’d been so caught up with what was happening to everyone else, she hadn’t thought about what Melody’s interference could open up for her. Seriously, dresses, dresses that go spinny; she could wear them outside without weird looks, if she was lucky. Could she pull off an orange turtleneck yet? Did she want to dress like Velma? 

Adam: Cool, it’s a date. 

A date? Fuck.Unexpected, scary, what?. Maybe he didn’t mean it that way. Knowing Adam, he definitely might have said that to fluster her.

Katie: Fuck you.

Adam: Let me take you out to dinner first. 

Katie: Adam!! Stop!!

Adam: Okay. I was kidding about it being a date btw. Unless you want it to be ;)

Adam was such an ass! Why did she always fall for assholes? She didn’t deserve this. She didn’t deserve to be flustered by cocky bastards. What was she meant to say? She liked him sure, but the last two weeks had been so caught up in Jay’s bullshit she had been ignoring them. 

Katie: Not yet. Maybe after things settle. 

Adam: Okay! Let me know if Saturday or Sunday works best.

Katie: Sure. 

It was nine at night, probably better to ask about it tomorrow. Plus she was getting tired. Too much stress for one day, too much research as well. It was probably best that she laid down and thought about something mundane and normal like dating.
Cold Nights and Coming Out
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The sky was beautiful at night, even in a dream. It wasn’t something she’d really paid attention to before, mostly because she didn’t go outside at night. There were lights behind her; she could see them illuminating the grass beneath her feet. 

“So how did things go with your mum?” Melody said. There was a familiarity in her voice like she was talking to a friend, and not someone she had only met a couple of hours ago. 

A cold chill blew through Jamie as she turned to Melody, sitting under her tree. Her figure was still blurred like she still didn’t know how to show herself. It didn’t bother Jamie much; she was already talking to a literal ghost in a cold schoolyard.

“About as well as you’d expect.”

“I’m sorry, James. I didn’t think you’d be stuck like this.” Jamie wanted to be angry, she wanted to fight the blurred form, but there was a part of Jamie that felt bad for her. How long had she been there? How long had she sat under that tree?

“I want to hate you.” In her dreams she was still James, she still had the deep voice that she missed so much, she still had her bits of stubble and a flat chest. Yet she kept trying to refer to herself as a girl; there was no point in trying to indulge in being a guy. It would only hurt more. She wanted to hate Melody for taking her body away, for destroying her closeness with her mum, for putting her in this horrifying situation.

“I can understand that.”

“But I can’t.” 

“Why not?”

“Because I deserved this.” After what happened with Ben on Monday, she’d given up on asking ‘Why did this happen to me?’. The answer was always ‘because she deserved it’. She’d hurt people, she’d made the same shit choices, and she deserved to follow them to their end. She was just like Ben, and if this hadn’t happened, she would have continued acting like Ben. 

She sat on the cold ground next to Melody. It was cold. Why was it cold? The trees’ calming aura did nothing to make the tears subside or warm her up.

“James, I’m sorry. As I said, that was my first time trying something like this. I thought I’d be able to turn you back after you’d learned your lesson. I hurt you more than I meant to. You don’t deserve this.”

“You were right, though. I could have killed Katie. I could have hurt Nick! Things might be fine now. He might have forgiven me for being an asshat. But I still hurt him. Why the hell is he okay with dating someone like me?” The butterflies, the excitement from expressing his feelings, the euphoria from being Nick’s boyfriend. It was a joke, something he didn’t deserve, something he could never deserve. 

“James, you’re spiralling.” 

“Don’t call me that. He’s gone. He deserves to be gone and so do I.” Even her mum knew that was true. Maybe it would have been better if Melody had just killed her. That way she could never disappoint her mum, or hurt Katie and Nick. 

“I really fucked you up didn’t I?” No, she thought. She’d fucked herself up.

“Before you told me, I was sure I’d just pissed God off or something, but it doesn’t matter the reason I changed. I deserved it. I deserve worse.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she cried. 

“I didn’t want this to happen. You did some bad things, but there’s a reason Katie and Nick still talk to you. You’ve grown; it’s not been long, but you have become better.”

“You were so disgusted with me you decided to possess me!” 

“And that was a mistake. I shouldn’t have done that. Maybe I could have haunted your dreams or something.”

“Do you think some bad dreams would have stopped me? I’ve had so many nightmares the last week and they made me worse!” 

“I can’t say. Hell, I didn’t know I could do this until recently.”

“So what else were you gonna do? What else could you have done?” She was surprising herself with how much she hated herself. She’d known this, she’d known it all, but it wasn’t until now she was telling someone. 

“I don’t know. I’m sorry,” she sniffled.

Now she’d made someone else cry, fantastic. More proof she’d gotten what she deserved. Better than what she’d deserved.

“No, I am. You just wanted to teach an asshole a deserved lesson and now he’s making you feel bad about it. I’m sorry, I need to ask you to do something.” 

“What, James?”

“Can you make me a girl, like actually this time? I don’t want to be me anymore.”

“James, I’m not doing that. I couldn’t do that. That's horrible.”

“So am I.”

“James, I’m not going to kill part of your identity!”

“Then why don’t you just take my body or something. You died fifteen years ago because of people like me. You already are in my body. Why don’t you take it?”

“I’m not going to kill you!”

“Why not?” 

“Could you imagine what Katie and Nick would say? They care about you.”

“And they shouldn’t. I don’t know why Nick agreed to date me. I don’t know why they’ve both forgiven me. I’m fucking awful!”

“Wait, you want to ask him out and then just die on him?”

“He’d be better off.”

“I’m sending you back to your body, James, I’ll try and make sure you have sweet dreams.”

“I’m not done talking, Melody!”

“And I’m not going to traumatise you any further. I’m sorry.”

Jamie’s eyes shot open.

“Jamie, get up. You are not getting out of this,” his mum called from the living room. “This is the last time I’m calling out before I’m going to shake you awake.”

She looked around, confused by her surroundings. Her blankets had fallen off the bed, but surprisingly she could still feel her feet. Last night was blurry; everything that had happened after the conversation with Mum seemed fuzzy and distant. There was a conversation with Katie, and Melody had appeared in her dreams, but she couldn’t remember what they’d talked about. Maybe it was best to focus on the problem at hand: going to school as a girl. 

“I’m up!” 

“Get dressed, I have to do your hair!”

“I can do my hair”

“No, you can’t, you wouldn’t have a clue of what you are doing.”

“Wow, brushing my hair is so hard! Whatever would I do without you, Mum”

“Jamie, stop acting like a child and come out here.”

Trying to get her bra on was a pain. She’d been practising since she got the damn thing, but it never got any easier or any more comfortable. Then came the dress. Again, it was something she’d worn before. Only this time, she was showing her entire class and explaining her new body. The idea of crawling under the blankets again was tempting. 

“Are you ready? I even made breakfast.”

“I’m coming.”

Getting her hair done was uneventful, the ride to school was as well. A week ago, maybe, this would have felt worse. Maybe she would have been screaming more or telling her mum to back off. She’d accused her mum of treating her like a doll the night before; it had made her so angry then, but now it didn’t matter. There were bigger fish to fry. There was no reason to be mad when she had done worse. 

“Just call me after if you want to be picked up! I’m not gonna force you to stay all day!” It was weird to see her mum trying to be supportive after the last week of pressuring her to give up her old identity.

She walked through the main building to the office of Miss Campbell. The plan from yesterday was to meet her there and walk to class together so she could prepare. Everything was oddly calm for first thing in the morning; only ten minutes until class started and everyone was quietly walking around, minding their own business. Part of her was envious; none of them were throwing away their identity today. Part of her just wanted to get it over with. If she was lucky, no one would care; Ben and Lachie would be fine about it, Nick would still like her, and maybe she could talk to Katie. That was what was going to get her through. It had to get her through.  Hesitantly, she knocked on Miss Campbell’s door. 

 "James, is that you?" Miss Campbell asked. The door opened, leaving her once again aware of what she was wearing, how different she looked.

"In the flesh, Miss," she responded. Her voice made her sound much less monotone than she had intended.

“I don't know what I was expecting, but it wasn't this. You look so different."

"Thanks." Jamie was starting to regret not moving schools.

"You look so feminine. How did your hair grow like that?" Hopefully, there wouldn’t be too many questions. She wasn’t sure how many she could tolerate.

"It grew out last night.” It was best to answer plainly. Like hearing all of this wasn’t tearing her apart inside

"Jeez, you’re so lucky. It looks beautiful." It seemed her mum was right, as long as she looked the part people would quickly forget about who she used to be. It probably helped that she had been briefed.

"Can we get moving? I don’t want to put this off any longer." The truth was she didn’t know how long she could stay composed. How was one meant to stay composed while telling others that they used to be a guy? How was she meant to stop her legs from shaking or fear from setting in?

"Right right, sorry, Jamie." It had to be fine. It needed to be fine.

There was a lot to think about on the way. On the one hand, James never talked to anyone aside from Ben and Lachie. That was a small mercy. The rest of the class probably only thought of James as ‘that one loud douche that harasses the trans kid’. Most of them would probably laugh, or think she had it coming; that was fine, it was true. It likely meant that she would be ignored after the initial novelty of her existence wore off. After all, there wasn’t anything to tie her to him aside from where she sat in class and who she talked to. The biggest problem would be dealing with Ben after last night. 

Standing outside, she looked into the classroom. She could see Katie, that was good. She didn’t seem to be dealing with Ben, which was even better. It was funny seeing how much of a coward Ben was without Jamie. Ben himself was just sitting on his own. He seemed to be waiting for something, likely her humiliation. 

“Before class starts, Jamie, come in,” Miss Campbell said. 

Jamie obliged. The stares from her classmates felt like they were ripping her apart, trying to decipher what they were looking at. She felt more exposed standing in front of her class in a dress than she did when she’d fallen over topless in front of Nick.

“You would know Jamie as James. From now on she will be attending as Jamie. Treat her like you would any other girl or there will be consequences.” Jamie wasn’t convinced by her threat of consequences. The most Ben and she had ever received was a slap on the wrist. “She is dealing with a lot of stress. Please make her welcome.”

She heard a wolf whistle from the back of the class. Of course Ben would be back on his shit as soon as he could. 

“Hey beautiful!” he mocked. She decided to ignore his bullshit. Not even the snickers from around the class would freak her out. She’d already come this far.

“Two weeks ago, my body got changed. Now I’m like this; we don’t know if I’ll ever go back to being a guy. My mother and I decided I need to embrace these changes. If you have questions, please ask Miss Campbell and she can confirm what happened to me.” It was done. She tried to remove all emotion from her words. Emotions were a weakness here. If it sounded like she was lying, things would only be worse. Already she could hear the questions, asking about her genitals and body, if she liked guys now, why she’d decided to live as a girl. 

With the coming out done, she sat in her usual spot next to Ben. Following a routine and ignoring everything was the best course of action. Don’t give them a reason to doubt what happened when the proof is in front of their collective eyes. 

“I didn’t think you’d actually do it,” Ben laughed. He hadn’t been very subtle about how funny he found her situation to be. 

“Not like I had a choice,” she replied. 

“Still, you don’t look half bad for someone in drag.”

“I wish this was drag.”

“Fair point, I mean I doubt a drag queen could make boobs that look like yours.” Great, his misogynistic bullshit was back and now she couldn’t even make fun of him for it without him making another stupid joke. Was ignoring it even an option? “Fuck.”

Just like that, a ball of paper flew at his head. Melody’s way of protecting her, she thought. She wasn’t sure how she was gonna make it through the rest of the day with Ben around, though. A paper ball thrown at his head wasn’t much of a deterrent. 

“Do you seriously have nothing to say, Jamie? Was your edge stored in your dick?” he said. He failed when it came to being clever. She hadn’t been much better.

“You’ll lose your dick if you’re not careful,” she replied. Not original in the slightest, but it would have to do. If Ben was going to be lazy, she would be too.

“Damn, are you contagious? Does Nick also have tits now?”

“Ben, I am begging you to shut up.” She was trying to keep her voice emotionless, but Ben was annoyingly good at pissing people off. Was she like this before? Was this how Katie felt?
Get Decked
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Jamie was gorgeous. Nick had thought that the minute they walked into class. His boyfriend was gorgeous and somehow handsome even while dressed in the girliest clothes their mum could get them to wear. His heart was pounding. What was he going to say? It wasn’t like he could be openly flustered? Getting work done was going to be hard with them around. Were relationships meant to be so distracting? He had to sit down. Keep his cool. Jamie was still going through a lot; he needed to act as normal as possible to make them feel safe. 

“Hey, Jamie.” Aside from the voice crack, things were fine. 

“Hey, Nick,” they said. The vocal change was still a shock; they sounded like a girl. Down to the way they said things. Regardless, it was good to see them. Even if they looked depressed. 

“How did everything go?” A natural response. They just came out to their homeroom. Understanding how they feel was the best first step.

“Good. I’m happy to see you, though.”

Blushing, immediate blushing. He needed to get a hold of himself. 

“Wha-- huh -- Why?” Playing it smooth wasn’t an option, apparently.

Smirking. They were smirking. For the first time in a while, that cocky smirk was back. His brain was going to overload. What were they doing? Why were they being so obvious? Coming out as a girl and then immediately showing off that you are in a relationship doesn’t seem like something they would do. 

“Because you aren’t treating me like a freak.” 

“What?” 

“Dude, I just said ‘I grew boobs overnight and now I’m living as a girl.’ People are gonna treat me like a freak. Ben proved that.”

“What did he say?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Jamie--”

“Everyone quiet, I’m doing roll call, then making an announcement,” the teacher called out. It would have to wait. Jamie was having to go through another reintroduction. He’d avoided thinking about the people staring at them, but now those stares were going to be given attention by the teacher. Being there for Jamie was all he could do. “Come up to the front, Jamie.”

With a forced smile on their face, they walked up to the front of the room and delivered their pre-practised speech. It was succinct and didn’t invite questions. Perfect for them. The murmuring and staring would have to die down now. The teacher would enforce quiet to avoid Jamie having to answer any non-work questions and they’d focus on their work and it would be fine. Then Nick would talk to them about things that didn’t matter.

The first part of that went off without a hitch. The class passed quickly and he tried his best to ask some questions here and there. He needed to know how Jamie was feeling. Helping them through this was something a boyfriend should do, but every time he asked, they would deflect, and before he was able to get any answers, the class was over.

As they walked together to Jamie’s locker, Nick could feel the people in the hall staring. Jamie was gorgeous and new. He hoped that was all they were interested in. Rumours didn’t spread that fast and no one would be able to recognise them anymore, right?. No one could have made the connection. Still, he remained on high alert, in case someone tried something.

“Are we going to the tree?” Nick asked. Distracting them from the staring was gonna be important for the next couple of days while they tried to get used to this and while the novelty wore off.

They flinched at the suggestion. A reaction aside from deflection was good. “No, we are going to the library.” They said it like they had no other choice. Like dealing with their shit friend was an unavoidable obstacle.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, the library is just another thing I need to deal with, Nick”

“Are we going to tell them about us?”

Jamie smiled for a brief second. Just the mention of them being together was enough to get a reaction. It made him want something, crave something. He wasn’t sure what it was. “I don’t know.”

“I’m happy for them to know.” He sounded a lot more confident than he was. He knew Ben would mock them, but part of him wanted that. Part of him wanted to own it and then leave the library with Jamie. 

“Then maybe; let’s just get there first.”

The library was quiet, as usual. Ben and Lachie sat at the computers, arguing over something, probably a game. Probably something stupid. It was a mystery why those two were friends.

“Hey, James,” Lachie said casually. It was good to see some people weren’t treating them like a zoo animal.

“I’m surprised you turned up after begging me to shut up in homeroom.” Ben was still Ben. That was unfortunate. 

“Yeah well, what can I say, I’m a glutton for mockery,” James replied. No witty comeback, just accepting it. He missed the James who would stand up for himself. Maybe that was his job now, at least until Jamie got their confidence back.

“Ben, you could try not being an asshole for once?” Nick responded.

“Aw, Jamie, I can’t believe you’re making your boyfriend stand up for you.”

“He’s my friend, Ben.”

“Girlfriend seems more like it.”

“Ben, please just shut your mouth.”

“Why? I’m happy for you. You proved me wrong, turns out you’re not a fag!” It felt like a punch to the gut. He was gay, he’d come to terms with that, and Jamie wasn't a girl. He couldn’t imagine how they were feeling. Keeping him from going after them was all she could do. 

“Maybe I am a fag.” 

“Congratulations, want a medal?” Decking him was tempting, it would be hard for him to talk shit while on the ground. 

“Do you want a medal for being a piece of shit?” Jamie started. 

“What?”

“Do you want a medal for being a piece of shit?” 

“Are you crying?” Ben mocked. Nick looked at his partner. Their face was red and twitching. 

“Does hurting people make you feel good? Are you trying to get a medal?”

“Jamie. Let’s just go.” Something told Nick that if they didn’t leave, something bad was going to happen.

“Don’t you hate yourself for being completely unlikeable? I mean the only people who hung out with you were me, a known piece of shit. Lachie, who you constantly argue with, and Nick, who hates you.” What were they saying? Why were they unloading all of this? Why were they crying?

“Someone is projecting.” Ben’s smile, whenever he struck a nerve with someone, was enough for most people to want to break his nose. 

Before Nick could hold them back, Jamie’s hand had already connected with Ben’s face.  It would have been satisfying if Jamie wasn’t obviously on the brink of a panic attack and Nick wasn’t the one who had to figure out how to get them out of there. 

“No, it’s just unlike you, I can recognise that I’m an awful human being.”

Nick grabbed Jamie's other hand and began trying to get them out. There was no way he was letting them continue on this bullshit. Something was going on and the mystery girl was probably the best person to help. 

“We are going to Katie’s table.” Jamie had decided to follow. Good, Nick didn’t have the strength to pull them along the whole way. 

“What?”

“We are going to Katie’s table,” he repeated. 

“Why?” They sounded shocked. Maybe this wasn’t the best option, but it was the best one he could think of.

“Because you just punched Ben in the face and ranted about how you hate yourself.”

“And how is Katie going to help?”

“She knows more about what’s happening to you than I do, and she’s known you longer.”

“And been treated like shit by me longer. Not to mention Adam. I’m pretty sure he’ll rip my head off.”

“Guy’s a teddy bear, Jamie. Watch, he’ll see that you’ve been crying and ask what happened.”

“I haven’t been crying, I was just angry.”

“Angry crying is a thing.”

The conversation had distracted Jamie long enough that they barely noticed Katie and Adam walking over. It made things a lot easier if they couldn’t protest; Katie wouldn’t give them a chance to run. 

“Jay, are you okay?” She was finally there.

“Damn it, Nick. Did you tell them we were coming?”

“Nope.”

“Are you okay, Jay?” Adam asked. Nick knew the guy well he thought.

Adam was looking at Jamie intently. That couldn’t be helping them feel comfortable. They were a lot more clammed up now, Nick wondered if Katie would be able to get a word out of them.

“I freaked out and punched Ben.”

“Wow, I didn’t think you had it in you. Good job,” Adam laughed. It was a deeper laugh, one that you would expect from a guy with his build. Was that the work of Melody as well?

“Thanks?” Jamie’s confusion was understandable.

“What did he do for you to finally turn on him?” Was Adam enjoying this? 

“He was acting like me.”

“Why did you punch him now? Not like a week ago?”

“He insulted my boyfriend.”

Katie hadn’t been able to get a word in, but maybe she wasn’t trying. She seemed to be holding back a laugh next to Adam. What was she trying to do? 

“Holy shit. James, Jamie, Jay, whatever. Did Melody rewrite your personality or something? Did she make you like boys?”

“Adam, you’re going too far,” Katie finally interjected

“Sorry.”

“So what happened?”

Jamie recounted what had happened in the library, while Nick tried to keep them calm. In the end, he wound up with an arm around their shoulder. The warmth of someone next to you was a feeling Nick rarely felt comfortable with, but Jamie felt safe to be close to. They definitely needed some comfort as well.

“James --” Adam started. 

“It’s Jamie.”

“How about Jay? I’m not gonna call you something you dislike.”

“That’s fine, just don’t remind me of James. I need to give up on that.” Adam scrunched up his face at that. Jamie’s ideas were stupid, but Nick wouldn’t be able to get that through to them.

“Jeez, Jay. What happened to you? I can’t even bring myself to dislike you at the moment.”

“You should be able to, I’m pretty fucking pathetic.” Jamie chuckled. 

“You know beating yourself up, hating yourself and all of that nonsense isn’t going to make things better? Right? I mean, I've wanted to deck you before and I don’t want you to hate yourself.”

“Then what do I do, Adam? It’s not like those two will ever hold me accountable for being a piece of shit. Seriously, Nick agreed to date me, and Katie helped me for no good reason.” Nick felt the urge to remind James that both him and Katie were right there, but resisted. Talking to someone who disliked him might help him get through.

“You just try and be better. I mean, look at me. I was a mean girl. Now I’m actually happy.”

“I tried being better and I still ended up hurting them.” They sounded so defeated. 

“And? They gave you another chance. Keep trying to be better and eventually, you will be. Again, Jay, I don’t like you, but it’s obvious you don’t either. We have something in common now and I think Katie would like it if you stayed. So do that. Be better.”

“You want me to hang out with you and Katie?”

“I think that is what he’s saying,” Katie replied with a beaming smile.

“Want is a strong word.” Adam smirked. Why did guys have hot smirks? It made Nick want Jamie to smirk more.

“Oh, shut up, you.”

“Make me,” Adam teased.

Jamie squeezed Nick’s hand to get his attention. The other two kept flirting, but Nick couldn’t hear them, not when he was reminded that he was holding his partner’s hand. 

“Do you want to hang out with them?”

“I think it’s a better option than being around Ben.” He was hoping Jamie wouldn’t notice that he was blushing. 

“I guess. We could just go to the tree though. Just the two of us.” A wink. A god damn wink.

“I, uh, think it’s better we stay here.”

“Okay.” Why did they have to look so good while smirking?
Interlude – Adam and Jamie’s Bonding Time
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Jamie had been warned this would happen. She was just glad she’d kind of gotten on Adam’s good side because the only person she wanted to talk about it with was a guy. She couldn’t handle her mother rambling about how she was a real woman now just because she bled through her underwear. 

Maybe she was lucky; she’d figured a month in something like this would happen, she’d been warned it would happen, so she did some research on menstruation. Research that made her incredibly worried for the future and how she was going to cope with the reminder that she was a girl. It was surprising when it sneaked up on her. No cramps, no extreme pain, just some mild irritability, but that is par for the course when one is in her position. The biggest issue was dysphoria, the second was the blood and hiding the evidence until she could get to school and ask Adam what the fuck she was meant to do. 

“What’s wrong, Jamie?” 

“Nothing.” The first time she’d heard that in a while, and of course it was when she didn’t want to answer.

“You can’t hide anything from me, sweetie.”

“You didn’t notice I was a girl for a week, Mum.” She tried to imbue as much venom into those words as she could. There was no way she was taking any of her mum’s lies anymore. It was tiring, and she was already exhausted.

“And whose fault is that?”

“Mine.”

“That’s right. Now, what’s the problem?”

“Nothing, I’m just tired.” A half-truth was better than a lie. She’d been getting better at lying, but not enough to fool her mum, yet.

“It’s only been two weeks, it’ll get easier with time.”

“Thanks, Mum.” She just had to make it through this conversation and talk to Adam.

Thank god for the Internet. Once she got away from the table, it was time to get things cleaned up and get ready for the discomfort to come. Surprisingly, it wasn’t hard to get something to stay in place and catch the blood; it was uncomfortable, but it would do until she got to school. 

Next thing was clothes; she was lucky that she didn’t have to do the whole dress song and dance anymore. Two weeks was enough for everyone to get the memo, Jamie was a girl, and she could wear what she wanted. Today that would be a hoodie and some jeans, women’s jeans. She hoped it would be fine. 

“I’m ready.” 

“You’re early.”

“I need to talk to someone.”

“What about, sweetie?”

“I just need to talk to a guy.” It felt like a betrayal to herself to utilise her mum’s stupid expectations, but she needed to listen.

“I’ll get you to your boyfriend then, just give me a second.”

The car ride to school was uncomfortable for two reasons. One, her mum had caught on to the fact Jamie had feelings for Nick, and she kept pestering her to talk about it. Two, she might have been wrong about avoiding cramps.

The pain made her hopeful when it first appeared. It was gradual at first, like when the pain first started the night her body changed. Maybe a period was all it took for her body to return to normal. The pain started to ramp up as the car ride went on, her insides stung and felt like they were being shredded. Her chest felt sensitive and she just wished it would be over. The last time she’d had pain like this she woke up with tits, so maybe this time she’d get to school and they’d be gone. She just had to bear with it and not let her mum notice the amount of pain she was in. A distraction, that was what she needed. She pulled out her phone; she had to get a message to Adam. 

Jamie: Adam, sorry to bother you, but I’m pretty sure you’re the only one I’m comfortable talking to about this.

Adam: Dude, we barely talk. What could make you want to talk to me over, I don’t know, your boyfriend.

Jamie: Well, you are trans, and I’m either having my first period or getting my dick back. Either way, you are a guy who knows about this stuff and I don’t feel comfortable asking a girl about this.

Adam: Shit. Okay, I’ll meet you out the front of the school. It’ll be like five minutes till I get there.

Jamie: Thanks. 

Five minutes, that should be fine. She was only about a minute off anyway. Four minutes alone wasn’t a big deal. Even if she was in pain. 

“See ya, Mum.”

“I’ll pick you up after school.”

Four minutes of waiting. Adam had been civil with her for the last two weeks. He didn’t trust her, he’d made that clear, but he was civil and even helpful sometimes. It was obvious why Katie liked him. Dependable guys were good. She’d love to be one for Nick someday. 

It had gotten warmer over the last few weeks; spring was starting to rear its ugly head. The hoodie and jeans ensemble wouldn't work much longer and her mum had already begun pestering her about shopping for warm-weather clothes. On the bright side, it made the wait for Adam more bearable.

"Jay, hey! I'm here," Adam called.

"Thank god. You are a life-saver."

"It's not that big a deal. I got you some pads."

"Nothing's going inside me, right?" That was one boundary she refused to cross, even if she was pretending to be a girl.

"What, no? Did sex ed fail you that bad?" 

She breathed a sigh of relief.

"It's not that scary, okay? Just some blood, dude." It was comforting that Adam still saw her as a guy. Confusing, but comforting. "Just go into the toilets, search up how to use it and then go about your day."

"All that avoiding the toilets for nothing."

"I can wait outside if you like. Can't go in anymore, though," he chuckled.

"That would be great."

After a search, a bit of panic and a couple of breaths, she left the toilet. She hadn't expected Adam to be so -- nice? accommodating? brotherly?

"Thank you."

"James -- I mean Jay, it's fine. Katie would kill me if I ignored you."

That was why? Kind of depressing, but she understood. She hadn't done anything to earn any favours. 

"Seriously, though, you needed help. Was I meant to ignore you?"

"I wouldn't blame you if you did."

"I'm hurt you think so little of me!" he said. The faux offended voice he put on was obvious, but what she needed right now. A laugh was a nice change of pace.

"Can you blame me? Your death glares are terrifying, man."

"I only knew you through Katie’s venting back then! Can you blame me?"

"No, but I'll be honest, I didn't expect you to be helping me out anytime soon."

"Jay, you of all people should know to expect the unexpected. Speaking of helping. Hot water bottles are your friend when you get home."

"What?" 

"For cramps, or growing a dick I guess." She'd almost forgotten all about that.

"Don’t mock me unless you know the pain of having all of your organs being rearranged."

“That’s fair.”

There was something else she needed to ask. Something she’d been afraid to for a while.

“Can I ask you a question about trans stuff, Adam?”

“As long as you don’t call me a slur go for it.” He was really good at making her feel bad for being a wanker.

“How do you deal with the dysphoria?”

“I knew it! You don’t want to be a girl.” She’d made it pretty clear this wasn’t something she wanted. 

“No shit, sherlock!”

“So why do you keep pretending to be one? Like I know your mums a piece of shit but around us, back at the table, you don’t need to pretend. You can be James again.”

“Just because I don’t want to be a girl doesn’t mean I want to be James.”

“What do you mean?” 

Wasn’t it obvious? Being a girl sucked. Having boobs sucked. The dysphoria sucked. A lot of it sucked, but it wasn’t all bad. The last two weeks had been nice, being open and close with Katie and Nick was nice, hell even Adam was being so freaking nice for no real reason. People just seemed nicer to her as Jamie. The world seemed nicer as Jamie.

“Would we be having this conversation if I was still James?”

“Okay, first of all, you are still that person. Even if you aren't using that name. Nick and Katie have told you that, right?”

“Of course they have, and I know I am still that person, but I can’t understand why I did the things I did. Even though I’m dealing with all this crap because of this body that I hate. I feel more like me?”

“That doesn’t mean you have to be a girl.”

“I mean this is only happening because I was turned into a girl right?”

“I mean yeah but that doesn’t mean if you were suddenly a guy again, you’d go back to being a piece of shit.”  It still wasn't sinking in. Jamie looked at the guy in front of her confused.

"I mean sure, but I can't go back to being a guy anyway. I already did all this social stuff and came clean and my mum would never let me transition so it's not a viable option."

"Even if that's the case, James." He emphasised the name and she recoiled. She didn't want to be him anymore. "Around us, you can still be a guy. You don't have to use your old name. Hell, we can just keep calling you Jay. We'll use he/him pronouns and Nick can call you his boyfriend." That sounded nice. It was so tempting. 

"I'm sorry, Adam, but I'm not like you. You're a lot stronger than I am, dude." Her face was starting to scrunch up. 

"Bullshit. Do you know how many people would have completely broken over what happened to you?"

"I am broken, man."

"Let me rephrase. Do you know how many people would have survived what you went through? I'd wager not many."

"If I'm so strong, I'll just deal with it." Her eyes were starting to sting. She hated how easily this body cried.

"You can't do that forever, Jay."

"Well, I have to." There was no way out of it. She'd given up on trying to find a way out of it weeks ago. 

"Can't Melody? I don't know, change you back?"

"She can't. She said I needed to start masculinisation myself, but I can't do that for at least six months and even after that Mum wouldn't let me."

"Then why could she girlify you with no issues?"

"Because she's a girl, and she possessed me." There was no hiding the tears anymore.

"None of that means we have to treat you like a girl at the table."

"Adam." Her eyes were full of tears. She couldn't take this anymore. "Please, just don't." False hope was too much. She knew she would never be a guy in the eyes of most people again, a few treating her like one would only hurt her more.

"Okay. Just know I'll always be here, bro."

"Thanks, Adam."
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Being dead was exhausting. Melody knew that all too well. Sure, you didn’t have to deal with the physical aspects of exhaustion, but mentally? You were screwed. She’d hoped that in the fifteen years she’d been roaming the school, the loneliness would cease. Maybe she’d meet other ghosts, other people. Maybe she was gonna get picked up by some psychopomp and she’d be on to the next life, whether that be an afterlife or something else. Except that never happened. She just kept on waiting and trying to help anyone she could, not that they’d ever know she was there or who she was.

Unlike the ghost stories she’d grown up watching, none of the living could see her. Feel her, maybe, but that didn’t count for much if she couldn’t feel them. Touch starvation is a real issue when your body can’t be touched. She’d hoped that the basic human desires might fade with time, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Her life was monotonous, lacking, and if it weren’t for the small bits of satisfaction she got from helping people, she would have been a classic wailing ghost, crying in the corners of the school that killed her.

Things had started looking up when Katie’s year level came into the school. There was a shimmer on the people she could interact with, that was one thing she’d learned. People that were like her, that she wanted to protect were marked with a shimmer and that year there were many people marked. Katie, Adam, James, Nick and Lachie all marked with a shimmer. All except one had realised they were what she had learnt was called LGBT. Every year she learnt more about these kids. 

Nick, she’d learnt, was a quiet kid. He, Lachlan and Katie had autism, a condition she’d heard a lot about through her years studying the loud halls of the school. She was unsure if it had a connection to the LGBT stuff, but it did seem to have a connection with falling in with crowds that weren’t the best. Nick started hanging out with James and Ben because of shared interest, one which always seemed to bring out the boy’s voice.

Lachlan fell in with Internet communities that did more harm than good to sociability. He got into media far too mature for a kid his age, things that made Melody uncomfortable to look at. As much as she wanted to help him, it was a struggle. 

Watching Katie was where she learnt the most. Firstly, she learnt about a lot of trans stuff through Katie; the terms being used had come up before in her time observing the campus, but Katie and Adam were the first ones she had seen wear the label proudly. Through Katie, she was able to learn more about her restrictions and abilities as a ghost. For example, by observing Katie and hearing about her hormones, Melody figured out she could do slight tweaks to people’s appearances if the subject were willing. 

Through Adam, she learnt that trans guys were harder to help. Melody knew what trans girls liked. She knew how to speed up the transition process by softening Katie’s face or helping her body develop. She was sure that if she kept helping out, Katie’s body could be ideal for her, especially if she figured out how to talk to the girl. Adam, though? It was best to let him start a process before she intervened. When he tried to deepen his voice, Melody tried to thicken his larynx to make it easier. When he started working out to reduce his chest mass, she tried to reduce his chest so he wouldn’t need a binder. Each step he took needed to be started before she could help. That made helping James that much harder.

Melody figured out the full extent of her power through James. The day she’d decided to change James’ body hadn’t been particularly interesting. James had gone off on some tirade about how Katie needed to “abandon delusions of being a girl” and how she had destroyed their friendship and blah blah blah. She tried throwing paper balls at his head to disrupt his rant. She tried to make the teacher come quicker. She tried comforting Katie while she was crying in the bathroom, but none of it worked. Katie had been picking up on all the things Melody had tried to do, but she still couldn’t feel Melody’s presence.  

So she decided to possess James. As a spur of the moment decision, it wasn’t going to be the best, but she figured that she could reverse it, or only mess with him a little bit, and then things got out of control. As she entered his body, she knew something was up. She didn’t try and mess with anything at first. Not even going as far as to affect his speech or movement. Instead, she was distracted by how wrong everything felt. Maybe ghosts weren’t supposed to possess other people and she’d broken some big ghost laws that she knew nothing about because no one had told her what she was doing. His body felt disgusting to her, everything about it was gross, from his deepish voice to his ugly moustache and sideburns that he loved and refused to shave. What was wrong with him? Still, she’d committed to doing something about his behaviour, and Mama didn’t raise a quitter.

She was reminded of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. A nightmare wake-up call of how Melody believed the world would go if he kept continuing to be a terrible person to the person who should have been his close friend. She wanted him to consider becoming a better person before he wound up traumatising or in the worst case killing someone, because if that didn’t work, then what would? She didn’t believe he was a terrible person. Just one that hadn’t developed in a way conducive to being a good person. Maybe a nightmare would change him for the better. Maybe if showing him the future didn’t work, she could give him nightmares about being bullied. Making him a trans guy suffering from dysphoria as his friends mocked him in a dreamscape made up of his own words and behaviour. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but it was a possibility.

Then she noticed his body changing. The changes were subtle at first. His hair became more shaggy.  His clothes were hanging off of him. He was hungry. She’d seen plenty of teenage boys eat before, but he was eating a lot. It had to be a side effect of her possessing him. It wasn’t like she could leave, though. She had spent years trying to expand the space she could occupy around the school. Would she even be able to exist outside of it? She couldn’t take that risk now. Not when she didn’t know what was happening to him. 

He soon grew tired, faster than someone his age reasonably should and headed to bed. That’s when things ramped up. She watched on in horror as, after his face and voice feminised, his reproductive system changed too. The pain he was going through reverberated through her. Every twist and break that went on inside him, all the bones going through rapid lengthening and shortening. Everything. She hadn’t felt touch or physical pain in years and now it felt like surgery was being performed on her without anaesthesia. She could also feel how thin he was getting. Any fat on his body was being broken down into energy that his body could use to change him. Could this kill him? She needed to hold on to his body. She needed to keep him alive. 

Then everything stopped. Melody felt hungry. A feeling she hadn’t felt in a while. She was still in his body, but things didn’t feel as wrong as they did yesterday. Additionally, she was pretty sure she had lost consciousness, which for someone who was just a consciousness was terrifying. Was she a part of him now? Would she now be stuck after what had happened? She wouldn’t even be able to test it for the next couple of days. She wanted to panic but knew it wouldn’t solve anything. So she did what any other person would do in her situation. She tried to understand how this person worked. 

The worst thing she noticed was she could see inside his thoughts. Just glimpses, words and feelings and emotions. He was overwhelmed with panic. He wanted to call his mum but knew she wouldn’t take it well. James was a guy. He liked being a guy and his new body was terrifying to him. His mum would hate him.

Everything he felt was Melody’s fault and she had to figure out how to fix it, while he resisted every change and opportunity to grow. This was going to be exhausting
Break up and Breakdowns
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“How long are you going to keep letting her push you around Jay?” Nick asked. Things had been tense for a while. Jay had known this was coming, but she could never bring herself to stop it. She couldn’t bring herself to do much of anything. No matter how much she loved Nick things were never going to work out as long as she was herself. 

“She isn’t pushing me to do anything anymore,” she lied. Her ability to lie had steadily improved. Countless "I’m fine"s had made sure of that. Why was she even bothering with it at this point? Nick knew her mum was shit. 

“So you’ve just given up. Jay, you're my boyfriend. Please just talk to me. We’ve been going out for eight months can’t you just be honest?”

“It’s been eight months and you still call me your boyfriend. What is it? Do you think I’m going to turn into a guy again? I’m a girl. I’m stuck as one and I always will be. Get it through your head, Nick,” she spat. She felt like she would have been crying if her tears weren’t dried up. 

“James?”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Jay, for the love of fuck can you stop trying to push me away? We both know that’s not going to work. I might be autistic, but I’m not stupid. You’re hurting. You’ve barely been eating. You're basically skin and bone.”

“I thought guys were meant to like it when their girlfriends were skinny.”

“Please. I already asked my parents if you could move in with us. We can get you help. Maybe even help you transition!” Jay desperately wanted to grab the outstretched hand offering him a better life. She could go back to being him. Being James. A snarky guy with a wonderful boyfriend. The person she’d been for the first couple of months when she could push the dysphoria out. 

“I’m fine. I’m happy. If you can’t understand the guy you like is gone then we should just break it off.” She’d finally said it. Finally broken the awkwardness. Finally severed the last thing she wanted to keep in life. 

“Jay, you’re not serious.” Tears were welling up in his eyes. He wanted to help her. She could see that, but there was no getting out of this aside from her plan. 

“I am. Just forget about James. Forget about having a boyfriend or I’m gone.” She’d worn the frilliest dress she had to this date for the sole purpose of illustrating who she had become. There was no going back to James. She wasn’t even pressured into wearing dresses anymore; she just liked them. James would hate who she’d become. She wasn’t worthy of being a man.

“I can’t, Jay. Please just talk to me. I love you.” He was sobbing. She’d hoped this wouldn’t hurt him. She wasn’t sure she could deal with that. Luckily, she wouldn’t have to deal with it for much longer. 

“There’s nothing to talk about, James is gone. He’s not coming back.” 

She ran. Maybe it wasn’t the most articulate or kind way to end things but the less he cared the better. She needed to get home. It wasn’t like there was ever going to be a happy ending for them together and now he might find someone who actually deserves him. The walk home gave her a chance to think. Convince herself she was doing the right thing.

Adam and Katie were gone. They’d tried reaching out a couple of times. Katie had been adamant she could help. That her mums would be willing to take her in. Adam had been the best bro type friendship she’d ever had. He’d help her navigate her dysphoria. Taught her how to look more masculine but in the end, he couldn’t fix her. The year ended and she was still like this. She wasn’t strong enough to be like them. She wasn’t strong enough to assert her identity. So she'd blocked them and stopped letting them in.

Nick still hung out with them, and somehow convinced them that she needed help. They came together and staged some sort of intervention on the holidays; which she had left without saying a word. Even Melody had tried to intervene. She would come into his dreams nightly and updated her on ways she might be able to back into a guy and things that Jamie could do to make it easier. She, of course, did none of these things. Why bother?

“Welcome home, Jamie,” her mum said. Jamie’s acting had gotten a lot better. Enough that she could convince her mum that not only was she happy, but that she’d never been happier. Maybe after tonight that would be true. “How were things with Nick? Did you spend some good quality time together?” The innuendo was obvious. She hadn’t expected her mum to be so awkward and embarrassing about her dating a guy. She talked about how she should let Nick turn her into a woman. It was disgusting. She was disgusting. 

For once Jamie dropped the act. “We broke up.” That was all she said before heading to her room. 

She hit her bed with a thump. There were parts of her that wanted to feel sad. She wanted to do something girly and cry about how she’d broken up with her boyfriend. That wanted to scream at the world for being a torturous hell hole. Instead, she laid there. Silent.

“Are you okay, honey?” There was a sweetness in her mother's voice that made everything worse. 

“I’m fine.” Jamie’s voice came out raspy. How long had she been lying there? 

“Okay, well I’ll get us some fish and chips for dinner and a pint of ice cream. It’ll be a mother-daughter night.”

“Okay, Mum.” She had no plan of joining her. 

She curled into bed for what she hoped would be the last time, closed her eyes and began to drift off. 

Melody’s tree came into view. It was cold. So cold. The familiar sight offered no comfort and the world around her seemed almost grey. Now she just had to wait. Melody would be somewhere around here. 

“What the hell were you doing today James?” Melody shouted. 

“What did it look like?” She laughed. 

“It seems like you decided to finish destroying your friendships? What’s wrong with you?”

“You can see inside my head, right? You tell me, Sherlock.”

She went quiet for a moment as she tried to sift through the waves of Jamie’s thoughts and emotions.  A look of shock and terror spread across her face as she realised what the emaciated figure in front of her wanted. 

“I already told you I’m not doing that. I wouldn’t even know how!”

“Then try, or I’m going to do it tonight.” 

“James, think about this. Do you really think me turning you into a girl would fix things? You aren’t a girl. I can try and turn you into one but could you live with knowing that it’s not the real you.” Melody knew the answer. Jamie had been planning this for a week. She knew that Melody wouldn’t let her do it. 

“I don’t care, Melody. I just want this to stop. Fuck you can just have this body. Either you take it, or turn me into a girl, or I walk under the nearest truck.”

“You can’t just do this.”

“Yes, I can, and I’d rather not take you with me. So what’s it going to be?” A person on the verge of suicide had no right looking cocky, but that’s how she felt. 

“You are an asshole.” 

“That was established a while ago.”

------------------------------------------------------

Melody woke up to the sound of Jay’s mum knocking on the door. 

“Dinner’s here. It’s hard to be depressed while eating so get out here.”

“Okay, Mum,” she replied. She could still feel Jay was alive. That was one positive. That didn’t mean he would help her get used to being alive again, though. She could feel his consciousness there, but it was dormant? Asleep? Comatose?

First things first, she needed to remember how to move. She started small, by twiddling her fingers, then her hand and then finally her entire arm. It was easier than she thought, though everything felt weak. Had he seriously been refusing to eat? She tried sitting up. Harder than simply moving her arm but she managed. It felt weird to be alive again. She could feel Jay’s heart pump in his chest, and his stomach rumble for the food it had been deprived of. She slid her legs off the bed and learned quickly that walking is a skill that stays with you. 

Now it was time to meet his mother. She was observant. Except when it came to the suffering she was inflicting on her child. If she found out they’d switched or noticed that she was a trans girl, things were going to get messy. It was gonna be hard to hide too. Melody hated the woman. Her treatment of Jay put Melody in this situation. If she’d just listened and let him be himself Melody could have fixed his body by now. Adam had his ideal body, and if she’d just cared about Jay he could have had his. 

Still, it was nice to feel things. She’d gotten some of Jay’s second feelings, like hunger, some touch but it was always dull like she was reaching through a very tough glove. When this whole thing began, she would always go back to the school and her tree whenever she thought it was safe, there was never time to really connect with Jay’s feelings unless he was having a breakdown. At which point she’d try and talk to him. The last couple of weeks had been particularly draining. Jay didn’t feel much of anything. His body was fading and she had been trying to reason with him. Trying to get him to just talk to someone or take Katie or Nick up on their offers and he kept ignoring her. 

She opened the door and walked down a hallway full of Jay’s memories. Photos of his life before she ruined everything sat framed on the wall, alongside pictures from his first date with Nick that his mum had insisted on printing and framing. She felt a lingering sense of embarrassment from Jay. How was she going to explain this to Nick? He was going to be so pissed. He already blamed her for ruining his life but now she was forced to take it over? This was only going to get messier.

The smell of fried food filled the air and all thoughts of what she was going to do were gone. She was ravenous, Jay hadn’t eaten properly in weeks and his mother had just bought her so many chips and two pieces of flake. From what she was able to gather this was Jay’s old order and she was glad. 

Coming face to face with his mum was intimidating. Her eyes were kind but she knew that behind them was the person who’d been torturing Jay for weeks. Bigots she had found, were sometimes kind to those who they thought were normal. Part of Melody wanted to stand up to her. The other part was starving and knew that without a plan she might ruin his life further. Quietly, she sat down and started shovelling chips into her face. 

“So are you going to tell me what happened with Nick?” his mum probed. Melody stopped the aforementioned shovelling of food. Was it okay for her to respond? Jay had forced her to take over his life so it’s not like she could avoid it. 

“I’m not the same person I used to be.” She said. It was vague. True and from what she understood of teen romance wasn’t an unlikely scenario. 

“Well, that’s his fault for not seeing what a wonderful girl you’ve become.”

“Thanks, Mum," she said through gritted teeth.
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Katie was once again surprised by the fact that James hadn’t lost her number. Her ringtone blared, as she paced her room. James had been having a hard time, sure, but that didn’t justify him cutting her off and pretending like she didn’t exist. Katie deserved better; she wouldn't be his tool that he used and dropped whenever he decided to feel like garbage. Then again, it might be an apology. She’d heard a bit about what had happened with Nick, through the poor guy’s sobs. Maybe through some deep introspection he realised what a selfish ass he was.

 

“What do you want Jay?” She chastised herself for being weak. Jay’s life was a train wreck that she couldn’t look away from, no matter how hard she tried. 

“Hi, is this Katie?” The voice’s pitch and timbre were the same as Jay’s, but it lacked something. There was no self assured cockyness, depressed monotone or panicked crying. They were acting like a stranger. 

“Who else would it be? Now, what do you want?” 

“I need help.” Jay sounded tired. Like he had exhausted every other options, that kind of hurt. While she didn't appreciate being used, shouldn't she be the first called? She knows the most about solving mysteries and gender stuff and now she's getting jealous over imaginary people.

“Stop being vague. What do you need?” 

“Oh, sorry. I haven't talked to anyone but Jay in year. This would be easier face to face.” He was an idiot if he thought he could just come around when it suited him. And tempting her by talking in third person and being cryptic? She wasn't going to fall for it! 

“And why do you need to talk to me, Jay?”

"I forgot to introduce myself. I’m not Jay, I’m Melody.” The investigator in her couldn’t resist the claim. If she was getting played, she was going to be so pissed.

“I’ll get my Mum to pick you up.”

----

The girl in front of Katie was odd. She looked like Jay. Her hair, her eyes, her figure. It was all Jay’s, yet somehow her body language, the way she talked and the way she dressed, transformed her into a completely different person. This was the girl behind everything? She seemed so quiet.

“Hi Katie.”

“Come in. We have a lot to talk about.”

Melody followed Katie to her bedroom, all the while marvelling at the things around her. It was frustrating to see. The way her eyes were lighting up and the way she reacted to her name. She was cute; adorable, even. 

“It’s really nice to meet you, Katie,” she whispered. What the hell was up with this girl? She was so normal? "I wish it was under better circumstances."

“Nice to meet you too I guess.” She sat down on her bed and patted the space next to her. She couldn't let her mums hear. It was probably too weird for them and this moment was too monumental to be interrupted by them panicking.  She was one of the first people to talk to a ghost. It would be awesome to record this, unfortunately this was likely personal. 

“Are you sure? I can sit on the floor.”

“I don’t mind. Just sit down.” The girl sat down on the floor obediently. She was so unlike the person she was possessing, which led Katie to wonder. “What happened to Jay, Melody? Where is he?” 

“He’s alive. He’s just -- I don’t know how to put this. Asleep? I should clarify, I didn’t want to do this. Je forced me to.” That wasn’t at all suspicious. 

“What does that mean? What did he do?”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is I don’t know what to do, or how to start fixing this situation.” The girl was clearly panicking, which only made her avoidance of the question even more suspicious. Was she lying about something? Katie needed to get to the bottom of it before she started to talk. Jay had been acting weird the last couple of weeks. Did she have something to do with that?

“It does matter, Melody. How did he force you to steal his body?” Katie felt bad accusing the girl in front of her, but it wasn’t like she could ignore the disappearance of her friend. No matter how shitty he was.

“He gave me some options. Please just believe me when I say this was the best one. I’m sorry but I need help,” Melody pleaded. 

“What were the other options, Melody?” 

“He wanted me to turn him into a girl. He wanted to stop hurting.” The look in Melody’s eyes suggested guilt. That was only one option. Katie needed to know all of them.

“And why didn’t you just say no?” she asked and Melody’s dam broke. 

“Because he said he was going to kill himself. Katie, please. Look at this body.” There was barely any muscle or fat on the girl’s bones. Her eyes were sunken in and her once-soft cheeks were gaunt. It was like just after he transformed. “He broke up with Nick. He would have followed through.”

“So he put it on you to fix his life while he’s asleep. You might have messed it up a little bit, but most of this seems like his mother’s fault.”

“He doesn’t want to wake up. He was hoping he’d disappear if I took over his body.”

“Damn it, Jay. What do you want to do then, Melody?”

“I don’t know! I don't even remember how to be alive. Everything is so overwhelming. I don't know what to do or how to do it."

From what Katie could see, the girl wasn't lying. Jay had tried to leave no one left to mourn him and forced Melody into a corner.

"Do you know how long he'd been planning this?" Katie asked. She needed to establish a timeline. Jay had gone through a couple of phases the last five months.

"He tried to give me his body for the first time eight months ago. Something about people like him being the reason I died."

"What did you say?"

"I told him I wasn't going to kill him and tried to stop him remembering. Obviously it didn't work or I wouldn't be here."

"You can't control him, Melody." The ghost girl looked down at the body she was possessing, then back at Katie. Her eyes silently asked, 'then what's this'. Even ghosts could sass, apparently. "I mean you can't control how he thinks."

"From what he showed me of his plan, it started two months ago. It was something small, from what I remember. Something his mum said about him wearing a dress. The start of the new year probably didn't help either."

"What did she say?"

"Something about him wearing a dress proving that he didn't want to go back to being a guy. Sorry. I only got glimpses of his thought process. I didn't mean for this to get so bad." Melody was still panicking. 

"I hate her so much." Katie couldn't dwell on it too much. The more she thought about his mum, the more twisted her thoughts became. "Most of this isn't your fault."

"I'm the one that ruined his life, Katie. If he dies I don't know if I'll be able to live with myself." Katie wanted to point out the fact that she technically was not alive, but now was not the time. 

"You shouldn't have changed his body, but it's not your fault he can't stand up for himself."

"I need to start transitioning for him, Katie. Maybe if I do that, I can give him his body back and accelerate his transtion…" Melody was shaking. Her eyes welled up with tears. Katie wanted to slap Jay.

"How about we slow down? It's going to be a while until that can start. Do you need anything?"

"I'd appreciate a hug."

Katie hadn’t seen someone so small eat so much since the last time Jay had come over to drop the gender bender bombshell. It was almost terrifying to watch. Looking at her body, it made sense she was hungry. Jay was such an idiot sometimes. He always managed to forget that not everyone was as terrible as his mum. It did make her wonder, though. What had driven a girl like Melody to do something as drastic as change someone’s body?

“So why did you change his body anyway? I mean there had to have been a better way to deal with this.”

“It was an accident,” Melody replied quietly. 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I was just going to mess with his head a bit. Give him some nightmares like the ghost of Christmas future. Then his body started changing to go along with the possession and the grudge that I hold for bigotted teenage boys intensified it; at least I think that's what happened. For you and Adam, I had to make changes slowly, but because I was mad at him he got completely transformed overnight.” 

“Are you saying that I could end up like Jay?” Katie had figured that Melody was responsible for her transition progressing as fast as it was, but she didn’t want to get her hopes up. She didn’t want to get jealous of Jay' body anymore, but if Melody could give Katie what she wanted she needed to help her. 

“What do you mean?”

“Could you make it so that I can have my own kids?” She was seventeen; this wasn’t something she should be thinking about. Yet she wanted it so bad. She didn’t mind being trans, but not being able to have kids hurt. 

“That was the plan. Is that a bad thing?”

“How could giving Adam and I our ideal bodies be a bad thing? I could kiss you!”

“He's close to what he wants. I think. I'm sorry. It should be easier to help you but, I've been focusing on James."

“Can I call Adam and tell him what you are doing for us?”

“I’m not sure I can do it like this, Katie.”

“What do you mean?”

“I'm not sure I can leave Jay’s body until they wake up. No ghost powers.”

“Damn it.”
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It was peaceful, sitting under Melody's tree. She was off with Katie and Nick and whoever else and Jamie was there. Under the tree. She'd never been a spiritual person, but she imagined this was what heaven felt like. Her current form matched the one she'd lost almost perfectly and a missing set of junk wasn't the worst thing. Being back in a masculine form was liberating. Even if she was for all intents and purposes, not alive.

Her body was out there doing things and she felt phantom sensations, occasional touches, small bits of warmth. Here she didn't have to think about gender. She wasn't even sure whether she should still use girl language in reference to herself. It likely wouldn't matter much. After all, he was alone under Melody's tree.

The winds blew through him like he wasn't there. His mind tried to make sense of it all, but it drew a blank. People aren't meant to be incorporeal. He touched the tree, but it didn’t provide the warmth and comfort it once did. The memories of him and Nick escaping to the tree flooded his mind, but he tried to block them out to no avail. He was just a consciousness and a part of that consciousness were his memories. He remembered the first time Nick had caught him sulking. How he'd felt so embarrassed as the cute boy tried his best to cheer him up. How his fear of being discovered had overrun all rational thought. 

How dysphoria was different back then. How it seemed to sting when he got a reminder of what he'd lost, instead of feeling like his life had been drained of colour.

He remembered their first kiss. Adam and Katie were obnoxiously flirting and Nick got sick of third wheeling. So like teenagers do, they ran off on their own. To the tree, hand in hand. There was no calming aura or warm feeling that day. Melody was busy elsewhere or thought they could use a little bit of privacy and a little help from a ray of sunshine, Jay forgot he was meant to be acting as a girl, or how his mum said he was meant to act.

For a brief moment as the sun highlighted the warm tones of Nick's light brown skin, he felt himself again. Like they were just two boys, who liked each other. 

"You are still so handsome," Nick had said and Jay, not one to be outdone, responded: 

"Can I kiss you?" 

And for a time, the aches and the stings, the feelings of wrongness and the new pressures ceased to exist. Then the bell rang and he went back to being Jamie. The ache came back and it felt like he'd been living with it forever. He knew it hadn't of course, right now, devoid of responsibility and free from his body, he felt normal. A little numb, but this was the closest he'd felt to his old life in ages. He almost felt ready to face things again. To go back. Until he remembered who would be waiting on the other side.

 The ache returned despite his body. It wasn't the sting of looking at his feminine body, or the thought of returning to it, it was something worse. It was what had pushed him into this corner When did the feelings change? When did it become the dull ache that never left? The struggle against his own body that left him fighting just to sleep.

These thoughts raced through his mind; the freedom from his dysphoria allowed him to see clearly again. The dysphoria sucked. It really did. But in the end it wasn't what caused the nagging feeling in the back of his telling him something was wrong. The stings subsided when he was around Nick, Katie and Adam and them treating him like nothing had changed was able to dull things down further.

He remembered the shopping trip. The waves of anguish that rushed over him as it became clear what his mother thought of him. As it became clear she was trying to erase her son. The aching, the wrongness, the confusion, it was the first time he could remember feeling so devoid of purpose. 

 Sunlight trickled through his ethereal body; there were no cars, no noise came from the streets. Distantly he heard a phone ring and clouds settled in.

"Jay, please don't hang up. I don't care whether you're a guy or girl or neither or both. It's fine if you don't want to be with me. I just need to know you are alright. I'm not stupid, please." Nick's voice gets clearer with every word. The school and roads fade away, leaving him and the tree. 

"I'm not Jay," a meek girl's voice replied.

"Jamie. Please can you just tell me you're okay?" Nick was surprisingly stubborn when he needed or wanted to be.

"No, she's literally not him. She's Melody." Katie's voice disrupted things further.

The area of grass around the tree got smaller. He tried to steady himself by taking mock deep breaths. Small bits of ground came back. 

"I'm coming over." The ground shrunk to a small ring of dirt around the tree.

He didn’t want to go. The space he was in wasn’t the ghost's territory. Where was he? He took deep breaths and bits of the ground grew out. It was almost creepy.

Katie and Melody were talking about something. It didn't really matter. Their voices were muffled; with a little bit more time, he'd be back to not hearing anything. Not dealing with anything. Maybe he could slip back into complete unconsciousness with nothing to bother him and nothing to think about. 

 ---- 

 She'd felt him stir. Small pieces of his consciousness reached out and tried to grab at Nick's voice. She wondered if he might come out if Nick was here. She hoped so. She wasn't sure if she'd be able to face Nick otherwise. As far as he was likely concerned she'd ruined Jay's life and he wasn't exactly wrong.

"You okay, Melody?" Katie's voice stopped her from retreating further.

"I guess. Jay's still here. Maybe Nick will be able to draw him out of his slump."

"You think so?" She didn’t seem to be invested in getting Jay out again. Melody needed him to come back. So he could grow. So she could rest.

"I hope so." There was a knock at the door, hopefully Nick.

"And if not, then we'll need to get to school and I'll try and leave the body. It's not ideal, but it should throw him to the front." 

"Sounds good. I'll get the door and explain things to Nick." 

"Thanks, Katie." 

She sat in silence for a while; she could hear them talking but not what it was about. So she started trying to reach out, thinking words as loud as she could manage. Just simple things like "Nick is here, he's worried."

She needed him to stir. She needed his help to face this mess. Not much of a response. Maybe she needed to wait until night. Or maybe James was stubborn. The door creaked open and Nick walked in. She gave him an awkward wave and his face dropped. 

"This really isn't him."

"I'm sorry. I--" His face stirred a mix of memories. Hers and James'. Observing him from a distance with his shimmer. Playing games with him in the library. Watching over them from the tree. Cuddling underneath the tree. The two sets of memories ran parallel until James' slowly faded. He had to be in here somewhere. 

 "It's fine, Melody." His voice was quiet and less gentle. 

"Have you been taking care of his body?" 

"I've been trying to. It's hard."

"I guess it would be." His voice is uncharacteristically monotone. In the back of her mind there's guilt. Not hers. 

"Katie says you want to help bring him back. Why?" 

She looked at him in shock. James' guilt began to stir more feelings. More memories. "What do you mean, why? Why wouldn't I?"

"You could just take his body and live and no one but us would be the wiser. You changed his body into a girl and now it's yours." 

 "That would be murder!" An image flashed in her head of her final moments. The punch to the temple. The ambulance sounds. The laughs and the snickers. James reached out to her. Maybe to calm her? Why would he do that? 

 "And? You'd be alive. Allowed to go off and live a completely new life. Why should I believe you want to help?" James' mother screamed in her head. Ranting about Katie and Adam. The fact that her son was a freak. Her voice blended with the kids from years ago. The slurs, the othering. All of it. She couldn't remember their faces. She didn't want this. 

"Because I don't want to be here! I was fine behind the scenes, quietly trying to help. What would I have to gain by stealing his life?" Observation, monotony, loneliness. Still better than hurting others. 

 "Well, you'd have life." 

 "And no friends, no family. Can you imagine if I tried to find someone I used to know? They'd think I'm crazy." She couldn't fathom these accusations. She was just trying to help. She couldn’t even remember her family's faces or their names. Stealing James' life wouldn't fix that. 

 "I'm sorry, but I'm not sure I can believe you." 

Why not? Why couldn’t he believe her? 

 "Nick, she's been through a lot." She appreciated Katie’s attempt to calm him down. 

 "So has Jay." James felt closer than ever. Maybe he could explain himself. Maybe he would realise that people cared about him. Or maybe he would go back to hiding. 

"Even if she is lying, she's our only hope of seeing them again." 

 "I'm not lying. Why would I tell you who I am if that was my plan? Why would I be asking to transition?"

"Look, I'm not…" 

"Why would I set you and James up if I wanted to take his life?" 

"You set us up?" Nick raised his voice. 

She should have closed her mouth. "Kind of," she responded sheepishly. "Just here and there, little things, you know…" 

 "You said you didn't change him mentally!"

 "I didn't! Just subtle stuff like tripping you up and making the tree more comfortable. You did most of it. I just wanted to help." She explained. Well she tried. It was getting harder and harder to focus.

 ---

 Since Nick had entered the room, his island had shrunk. It was almost non-existent. The sky had completely made way for Melody's point of view. He could see what she saw, hear what she heard.

 He could try if he wanted to, to reach out. Even if it was just to clear things up. Their arguments were keeping him from fading and sleeping. How would he start?

 "I told you to forget about me." The monotone early-change voice slipped out of Melody's mouth.

 This was the right decision. Melody's memories proved it. He'd seen his bullshit from an outside perspective. He'd seen Ben. He'd tried to get better, but it just wasn't possible. He was a fraction of his old self. A shadow, a ghost, nothing. Even the piece of shit version of him had at least felt whole. Now he was just numb. His disappearance should barely be mourned. His life had ended two months ago. 

"They aren't going to just let that happen, James," Melody retorted using the more feminine voice she’d altered for him.

"What's going on, Melody?" Nick asked. He held up a finger to pause his question. This was between two ghosts. 

"It seems James has found his voice again." Katie sure seemed smug, but she needed to shut up too. 

"I'm giving this to her. She can do whatever she likes. I don't care."

"I'll fix everything. I promise." She somehow still hadn’t gotten it.

 She’d seen his memories and still thought she could fix him. This wasn't her fault. This wasn't something she could fix. 

"We both know you couldn't put yourself through testosterone-induced puberty again." He'd seen her counter-plan. It wouldn't work.

 Not with what he'd seen of her living memories. He'd seen her feeling towards her stubble and her body before she died. 

"I'll do it, James." Her voice was squeaking. She sounded desperate. 

"And all you'll accomplish is hurting yourself. I'm not coming back. I'm dead." 

"You aren't. Please, James. They care about you." Her pleading was undercut with something else. She sounded tired. Exhausted even.

"It doesn't matter, Melody." He could feel himself getting more aligned with her body. The bed he was resting on. Nick's hand resting on his shoulders. He had to retreat again or she'd… 

"Melody?" Katie asked.

"Unfortunately not." He slumped into the bed. His planning had been ruined. He was back in his body. Hopefully temporarily. Melody wasn't gone, it seemed. She'd be back soon. Hopefully.

Otherwise he'd have to see his mum. He'd have to pretend to be a girl again. A cold shiver went down his back as he thought of being Jamie again. 

This body wasn't even the biggest issue anymore. Having breasts wasn't the worst thing. Pretending, acting, living. It was all so exhausting.

He wanted to drift off again, but was stopped by an intense warmth. Nick had thrown his arms around him and despite his best efforts, he couldn't help but smile. He put an arm around the other boy, hoping that he could at least remember this when he went back to being nothing. He was trying to slip away with just a memory. A warm wet drop hit his shoulder as the boy embracing him started to shake. His boyfriend was crying. He didn't really know what to do. It was his fault, after all.

"Please don't go," Nick sobbed.

"I won't," James lied, as he fell asleep again.
Hatching A Plan
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Katie had been trying to keep it cool for the sake of Nick, and Melody. She was the mystery solver. The smart one! One of them had to be functional and figure this out and no one else was qualified, but now Melody/Jay was unconscious in Nick's lap she had a second to breathe. She could get the body of her dreams one day. She just had to help Jay and figure out how this ghost stuff works. Unfortunately, she can't do that without first calming down. Her heart was pounding after their little back and forth.

"I'm calling Adam. I'll be back." She stepped into the hallway. Hopefully Jay would be there when they woke up and this could be over with, but for some reason she doubted it would be that easy. She scrolled to her contacts and without texting beforehand called him.

"Sup."

"Adam! Handsome, my love," she said without thinking. She was doing such a good job earlier of keeping cool through the bullshit but she didn't need to be cool to Adam. 

"Are you alright?" 

"Somethings going on with Jay. Can you come over?"

"He did something ridiculous again, didn't he?"

"You have no idea. Nick and Melody are here as well and I could really use you here for moral support."

"Wait, the ghost?"

"Yeah. There's a lot I need to fill you in on. Can you get here?"

"I'm on my way."

"Thanks, babe. I'll see you when you get here."

She could hear yelling from behind her door. Someone was awake.

"That asshole!" Nick shouted. "I can't do this anymore!"

"I'm sorry, Nick." Melody whimpered. 

"It's not your fault, he's the one that lied to me." Nick responded. "I'm sorry for that. And for earlier. He really put you in a bad spot, sorry for doubting that."

"I get it." She sounded scared. Or guilty. Katie was getting tired of trying to figure out what was happening in other people's heads.

Judging by the look on Melodys face when she walked in and how she didn't seem to be moving away from the pacing Nick, it was probably guilt. 

"You alright Melody?" Katie asked.

"As alright as I can be right now." Her voice quivered slightly and her leg bounced.

It was odd that after dying Melody still managed to get shaken by terrifying and confusing situations such as this one. Katie didn't blame her for it or anything. It's hard to imagine how it would feel to go from incorporeal to living and breathing again and it was easy to understand why she panicked earlier. Between Nick's reaction and James coming back this was the most excitement she'd had in a decade. This can't have been the worst thing that had happened to her though. 

"Anything we can do?" 

"I just want to fix this, finish what I was doing, and disappear." 

Maybe it wasn't fear she was feeling. Frustration maybe. Maybe she was just tired? 

"Disappear?" Nick stopped pacing.

"I'm thirty. For half that time I've been sulking in the halls of a rotten school and trying to prevent people from getting hurt. After everything that's happened with James, I just want to move on." Tired. Got it.

"Aren't you our age?" Katie asked. 

"I was when I died."

"Wouldn't that make you seventeen?" 

"I don't know. Do you know how hard it is to keep track when for half the year you're alone and for the other half people can't see you?"

"I guess not."

"I'm tired of existing like that. And I can't retroactively stop my death. I just want to move on. Whether that's to an afterlife or nothingness."

"For what it's worth I appreciated your help. Both with the food appearing and the transition stuff."

"I'm glad I could help, but I still don't think I can continue doing this."

Her words hung in the room for minutes. After they were done, if Melody had her way she'd disappear. Was Katie selfish for not wanting that? If she wants to go, it's past her time. She should be allowed, but shouldn't she also get a chance to live her life. It was unfair. Everyone will get through this because of Melody, but she wont?

Katie didn't want to dwell on it. Focusing on the problems in front of them made more sense. Even if she had no idea where to begin with possessions and ghosts and getting her friend's body back. 

"Katie, Adam's here!" Katie's Mum called, interrupting her from processing the existential horror that was Melody's existence. Adam stood in the doorway. She jumped up to hug him. Being around Melody emphasized how lucky she was despite everything with Jay, and Ben and the systems she had to navigate.

"So what happened?" He whispered in her ear.

"Melody is in Jay's body. You know the ghost girl?"

"Oh."

"Yeah. She's not taking it well."

"I can imagine."

Adam held her tight. It was comforting being held by him. He smelled fantastic. His patience with the bullshit she had gotten herself into was also hard to overstate. She let go and Adam introduced himself. Adam and Katie sat next to each other on the floor, while Nick and Melody sat on the bed together. Katie once again gave the overview that she gave to Nick. 

"What was the other option?" Nick asked. She'd left out the girl option in her explanation. It wasn't important, it was just another bad option. "What could have been that bad?"

"He wanted me to try and make him a girl at heart as well." Melody explained. 

"Why didn't you do it?" Nick pushed. It took everyone else a second to process what he had just said. "Wouldn't that be the best option?"

"What the fuck, Nick?" Adam shouted.

"What?"

"It would change a part of his identity. Invading his brain and messing with it. It's messed up. Borderline killing the old him." He explained. 

"I don't see how it would be that much different from changing his body."

"Nick, it's basically magical conversion therapy." Katie interjected. 

"I also don't know how to do it." Melody interjected. "If it goes wrong I might not be able to change him back."

"His dysphoria would be gone. He'd still be Jamie. Just a girl now. She'd be alive and happier."

"I don't know if she would be. The issue isn't him, or that he's trans now. It's that he's not got the support. I can fix his body. I just need him to work with me to do it."

"This is confusing." Nick said.

"James is a guy, the physical body changes aren't the whole reason for him feeling like shit." Adam explains. "I still have a uterus and deal with periods and shit and that kinda sucks but it doesn't make me wish I was a girl. I'm happy being a guy. Is that similar for you Katie?"

"Kinda yeah. I still have parts of my body I don't like, but being a girl and having Adam, and my mums and you see me as a girl makes me happy and content. What hurt was Jay treating me like garbage and navigating the medical system."

"What would happen if she did change him?"

"I don't know." Melody said. "It wouldn't change that his mothers love is conditional, the expectations she has for him, or the pressures that pushed him to this point. She'd know that he was a guy and that without my intervention she'd still be one. It's more likely that Jamie would still hate herself."

"I get it, I guess."

"I'm sorry, Nick. I do wish it was that easy."

"So what do we do?"

"I don't know. He's probably right. I jumped the gun. Trying to start T for him and transitioning might not work." Katie tried to imagine doing that to herself. It didn't even seem possible. "Not with what he was saying and not with how I’ve been able to help Katie and Adam.” 

“What?” Katie knew she’d forgotten to tell Adam something. It was hard to think and remember everything with more bullshit happening every minute. 

“I don’t know what he wants. Like when I try to make things easier for you, Adam I follow your lead. You work for what you want. I can try and help with that. With Katie, she’s really open about her wants, and I can think about my experiences.” Adam’s hand clenched.

“You’ve been messing with my body?” he asked.

“I’ve been trying to help you.” Katie didn’t understand why Adam was upset. If he was upset. He was largely an open book but sometimes she still struggled to figure out what he was feeling, pissed might be a better description.

“Without asking?” 

“How was I meant to ask? I was restricted to poltergeisting before this.”

“Then you don’t change people’s bodies! You could have hurt someone again.” It hurt hearing him say that. Katie was happy with her changes. She had a body she liked and she wanted it to keep changing. If someone has told Melody this before, those changes might not have happened. 

“Are you unhappy with what I did?” 

“I like what my body has become, but that doesn’t change how irresponsible it was to change it.”

“Okay. That’s fair. Now can I get back to the issue with James?” 

“Sure. Whatever.” Katies squeezed Adams hand. It’s fine. They got what they needed and wanted. That’s what mattered right?

“Good. James needs to initiate the changes he wants so I can piggy back off them. He needs to show me what he wants.”

“You know what he wants. He wants to go back to his old body.” Nick argued.

“Then I need him to work towards that. Whatever he wants I’ll do my best to grant. At this point it’s the least I can do, but I can’t decide for him. This isn’t my body.”  

“Then ask him.” 

“He won't answer. He won't do anything. He thinks the only way forward is to be what his Mum wants."

"And he won't listen to anyone who says otherwise. Right." Katie was getting tired of this. They all had offered to let Jay stay at one point or another. He turned them down. Separating them wasn't an option, not until Jay actually valued himself. "Usually I'd suggest he see a mental health professional, but he can't do that if he's not present."

"You three will have to support him."

"How can we support him if he isn't here?" Nick had dealt with the most over the last week. He'd been dumped, lied to, and ignored. He deserved a break. 

"On Monday, I'll try to leave his body. You will have to figure out how to stop him from doing something stupid." 

"You want us to trap him?" 

"You could put it that way."

"And if he escapes, or runs into traffic?" Adam asks.

"I'll be there as back up."



[image: ]


DetectiveRed




 If you want to finacially support my work I have a Kofi and Paypal tip jar. It means a lot. Liking and reading helps a lot to.



Another Conversation


[image: ]


DetectiveRed




Sorry about the lack of editing. I just wanted to write it and be done. Hopefully it's understandable. I didn't eant to bother Trismegistus Shandy after already rewriting this entire chapter a third time. Big thanks to sarah for tipping through kofi. Tipping links are at the bottom. I'll make sure i didnt miss anything after i sleep. 

Usual trigger warning apply ,(Suicide mentions, dysphoria and abusive family)







For the first time in a few days he felt pain. His face stung as he tried to process the world around him. It was the school courtyard, a place he'd grown accustomed to over the last six months. Where he'd sit at a wooden table laughing and talking with Katie, Nick and Adam. Hoping that maybe the feeling of wrongness and anguish would actually fade for good.

"You asshole!" Nick yelled. 

It was cathartic to have someone finally snap at him. He deserved it. He'd always deserved it. Considering how he'd been acting the last few weeks and how he'd lied to Nick last time they'd talked, he probably deserved worse.

He looked up at the sobbing mess that was his ex. It looked like a slap was the least of what Jamie deserved at this point. 

"You lied to me."

"I did."

"Why."

"I told you to forget about me." Adam got between them. While Katie looked at Jamie disappointedly. His lip quivered. He needed to keep himself from looking pathetic. If he cried they might forgive him.

"That isn't your decision to make." Katie said. 

"Why not? Why shouldn't it be my decision?" Jamie sounded like a spoiled brat. 

"That's not how caring about people works. You can't control it." Katie said. She sat down next to him and put her arm around him. He hadn't moved since coming to and he wasn't about to start now. "Adam, can you take Nick to the tree?"

Nick looked away from Jamie and started walking away. It shouldn't hurt to see Nick turn away from him but it did. Adam followed after him.

"Let go of me." Jamie said quietly. It felt wrong letting someone touch him. Even more so than usual. 

"I can't risk you running." 

"I'm not going to run. I'm not sure I even could right now." 

He flexed his fingers. He hadn't thought about how being out of his body for a bit might affect if he could control it. Everything felt so disconnected. His legs didn't even register as his. His body had once again become alien. His chest, his voice and even his hair felt so different to what he wanted. He wanted to be back on that little island away from everyone. Free to just keep thinking and not existing the rest of the time.

"I'm still not going to risk it. You understand that right."

"You suck, Katie." 

The arm around him was a warm reminder of why he wanted to disappear. These small moments of comfort were so fleeting.

"I know." She sounded sad. Or worried. It didn't matter. 

"I can't keep living like this." He said. "I can't keep watching myself be erased."

"I'm sorry."

"Mum took down all the pictures of me as a guy. Did I tell you that?" 

"I think you did. I offered you a place to stay and you said no."

"Because it wouldn't change anything. If anything it would make things worse."

"James, I don't think things can get worse than they are now."

"They can. I could be a burden on the rest of you." He had hoped to avoid them worrying, but they hadn't. Living with them would only make things worse. 

"It'd be worse if you were gone."

"Then why can't Melody just try and fix me."

"You need to–"

"No, like make me a girl. Make it so being in this body and being seen as a woman doesn't make me want to shrivel up and die." If he was going to be erased from everyone's mind then he'd prefer it to be fast. No more agonizing over slipping away or his mum pretending he had always been a girl. Maybe it would be pleasant, Melody and Katie seemed to be okay with being women. Maybe he'd be able to be excited over watching his old self die.

"She told you why she can't do that right."

"Obviously. I don't care anymore. Losing part of my identity is better than dealing with this nightmare." It wasn't something he'd taken lightly. He knew how badly gender can fuck someone up more than anyone. 

"She wouldn't even know where to start."

"I don't want to keep going like this."

"I know." She was squeezing him a bit. "You won't have to."

"You can't prove that."

"Melody told your Mum you'd be staying with Adam for a few days." When did they plan that? What was that meant to change?

"WHAT?" 

"She played up the break up stuff to your Mum. She had to imply he was a rebound but she seemed excited you were spending the night with a boy."

"Are you fucking kidding me?" There was something perverse about the way his Mum accepted anything as long as it pushed him closer toward 'normal'. Adam was his bro. He'd acted as a big brother figure whenever he was struggling with his new body. Jamie recognised that he was attractive, but Adam wasn't his type

"Unfortunately I'm not. I can't believe you didn't tell your mum about him."

"I did, I just wasn't going to out him if I didn't have to."

"Well it worked out in your favour."

"It doesn't change that I'll have to go back. God, she thinks I want to get with your boyfriend!"

How was Katie okay with this? Knowing his mum, she'd probably said something horrible about her as well. 

"It's a mean time solution. Melody has spent the last two days booking appointments for you. The school counselor has been worried about you since you came to school as Jamie."

"What did Melody tell him?"

"The truth."

"What did she actually say?"

"She told him that you've been living as a girl because you've been forced to. Not because you want to. That you hate being at home. That you still are a guy. He was pretty accepting of it apparently." 

It was reassuring to know that some adults hadn't completely ignored the ramification of his body changing. Then again he didn't reach out. Maybe he figured Jamie would check in if he needed help. Jamie struggled to trust any adult at this point. All of them had taken his doctor and his mum's word as gospel. Maybe if something like this happens again to someone else they won't end up as a husk. It was too late for Jamie, though. 

"How is that meant to fix this?"

"He might be able to help if things don't go well with your Mum." 

"I'm not telling her." 

There was no way his mum would be able to understand, or want to. As soon as he'd grown a uterus, she'd seen it as a given that he was a woman. He was going to give her grandkids. He would want them. He was obviously going to just forget about being a man and enjoy womanhood, because he has a girl body.

"Then we can try to make it quick. Get you on T and working out and by the time you get back to her it'll be like you never changed."

"She prefers having a daughter, Katie. It would kill her."

"Then let her die."

"What the fuck?" It wasn't something he'd expect Katie to say. She'd been blunt and angry before but never wished death upon someone.

"If she can't handle you being happy she doesn't deserve to be in your life."

"That's easy for you to say." He felt bad being jealous of her. Her family had taken him in even when he didn't deserve it, but it didn't change how he felt. She had unconditional love. He didn't.

"I know. It is. But it's true." she rubbed his shoulder. He still didn't feel like he deserved her forgiveness. He fucked her over again and yet here she was trying to help him again. 

"Even if it wouldn't, who's to say I want to go back to my old body."

Some parts of him hated his mum and everything she'd done to him. Another part knew she was right when she said he didn't want to go back to being a man. At least not the kind of man he'd been before this or the kind of man that his mum would approve of. He'd never be a real man again. He'd been tainted. Even the form he'd taken in his mind was different to who he'd been. He'd barely fought it. He let himself be erased. 

"Well obviously you would right? You're a guy."

"And I like wearing dresses, and kissing boys."

"So?"

"So maybe it isn't so cut and dry, Katie. Even if I got my old body back it wouldn't be enough for her. Going back to how things used to be isn't an option."

"Staying like this isn't either."

"I won't try kill myself again," he said. He didn't have the energy to try again. He'd failed and Melody would make sure it wouldn't happen again. Hopefully reassuring them would get them off his back so he could keep fading. 

"That's the bare minimum, Jay."

"It's the best we're gonna get." 

"You are so annoying to deal with sometimes." She took her arm back and started pacing back and forth in front of him. Maybe he could run, but what would be the use? Melody could puppet him back into another intervention.

Katie was so different to how she'd been six months ago. She'd stopped slouching, and walked confidently. Her body had been changing with the help of Melody and HRT. Maybe it was silly but he was proud of her. She didn't need someone like him bringing her down. The look of frustration as she paced made that clear. She could be having a normal day with her boyfriend and Nick if it wasn't for Jamie. She finally turned to him.

"I need you to know I say this with love."

"You have a boyfriend," he quipped. 

"Haha. You know what I mean."

"I really don't."

"It means I am about to be honest and it might come across as mean."

"You could scream at me for all I care."

"Good." She took a deep breath. "You have to be the bravest coward I have ever heard of. You survived having your life flipped upside down. Your body was changed drastically without your consent in a way that most other trans people have years to get used to, and process, and somehow you managed to grow from all of it! Yet you still are saying the same shit to justify why you can't just take what you want."

"But I'm–"

"Questions at the end please."

"Fine," he huffed.

"Remember when you thought your mind was getting changed because you liked Nick."

"Yeah, I don't see what that–"

"And now you're thinking you are different because you like wearing dresses." 

"But I am."

"And so what. Even if you do want something different you can work with Melody. Unlike a certain someone she wants what's best for you and will listen!"

"But Mum?"

"Spend a few nights at Adams, and talk to the counselor. You can still do whatever you want after that."

"I'm so fucking tired, Katie." They weren't going to leave him alone. He'd already tried everything to push them away and it didn't work. He was going to have to nut up and deal with it. It wasn't going to work, and by the end of it they'd realise it was pointless but he had to play along.

"I know. That's why we're here to make it easier."

"Would you be able to come with me to talk to him?" He felt silly asking for help, but if he's gonna be a burden there's no point half assing it.

"That's easily done, Jay."

"Can we treat me like a guy for a bit?" He'd try things their way. Maybe it would help.

"Again, easily done."

-----

It was hard for Melody to be content with this. There had to be more she could do, but she was dead. Maybe if she could remember them she could try and put James with her family, but she probably couldn't tell them apart from a stranger now. 

It wasn't worth dwelling on. She didn't want to become more of a vengeful ghost. What she'd done to James was worse than anything she'd thought herself capable of.

She sat under her tree. Nick and Adam couldn't see her and she didn't want to risk directly interacting with guys again. Instead she just hoped the freedom from the noise of the outside world would help comfort Nick. The poor guy had been through a lot. 

She wanted to leave Katie and James to talk. Through this whole disaster Katie seemed to be the best at getting through to him. It wasn't fair on her. None of this was fair to any of them. She couldn't remember if this was remotely comparable to the teen drama she went through. She had a feeling things were not as difficult back then, but considering she was dead it might just be her forgetting again. 

The bell rang and she moved to Katie and James. She hugged him. It's sweet. She didn't want to interrupt but she needed to talk to James and make sure he was going to get help. Maybe after all this she could rest in peace.

"Hey, James." She thought as she once again possessed him.

"Can you take over for this class, I'm exhausted." He responded. It was a better outcome than she was expecting. 
Bouncing Back
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Getting away from Jay’s mum for a few days had helped him, to no one's surprise except his. He’d thought that he would just play along and then go back to his Mum like a good little girl and everything would be just as awful as it was before, but now laying on the uncomfortable makeshift mattress on Adam’s floor, he dreaded going back. 

Adam was the weirdest one of his new friends. Mostly because Adam was normal. He was the kind of guy who goes to the gym, flirts with his girlfriend, would be on the football team if the school let him. That kind of guy. Unlike Nick and Katie, Adam had no real reason to be as helpful and kind to Jay as he was. It was confusing. It wasn’t like he could get angry about it, that never seemed to work. Pushing him away didn’t work either. He was left to conclude that Adam gave a shit about him. Gave enough of a shit to let him sleep on his floor, at least. 

After everything Jay had done to avoid being a burden. After everything he'd done to avoid being a freak. After trying to be a normal girl for eight months, three months of hyper-femininity and trying to push everyone away for two, all in the hopes of avoiding transitioning, he was back to wanting to be a guy again. Adam, a normal guy, saw Jay choose to wear dresses and makeup and still treated him like a guy. 

Because Adam cared. 

And so did Nick. 

And so did Katie. 

And he didn’t get it, but maybe that wasn’t important. He couldn’t force them not to care. Trying to force them not to care only hurt them and it just wasn’t worth it. Trying to be normal wasn't working and just hurt everyone but his mum. If changing didn't work then he'd be dead in the end anyway.

Adam’s alarm went off, scaring him out of his thoughts. 

“You okay, Jay?” Adam asked, as he wiped the sleep from his eye. 

“What why?”

“You’re crying.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. You alright?” 

“I should be.” Jay smiled. 

He was going to have to talk to everyone once he got to school. None of them would be surprised by his revelation. This was going to be tough. He got something comfortable out of his bag; Melody’s packing had been perfect. Everything he wanted to wear was in there, aside from his favourite dress which he’d have to take when he went home. He'd gone from being a normal guy to having a favourite dress. Once dressed, he headed to the kitchen and made himself some burnt toast before packing his bag again. 

“You can stay longer if you want,” Adam said, between bites of his toast.

“What?”

“That’s why you were crying, right? You didn’t want to go home.”

“Nah, it wasn’t that,” Jay said. 

“Then what was it?”

“I’ll tell you when we get to school. I really don’t want to go over it twice.”

“Are you sure, mate?”

“Definitely.”

After breakfast was done, he messaged Katie and Nick. He was going to need their help if he was going to go through with this. It was the right move. It was the only move. As they headed off to school, Jay tried not to think too hard. Would Melody be able to help? Was he going to have to explain Melody’s existence to his mum if she brought up whatever did this to him? 

Katie was waiting for them at the school gates. Something told him there were going to be a lot of ‘I told you so’s. It wasn’t like he could avoid them. 

“So we’re just waiting for Nick?” Adam asked.

“He might not come,” Jay said. Nick had probably been hurt the worst in Jay’s recent spiral. He’d probably never get over the guilt of that, but in the end that was just another thing to add to the pile. He had fucked over so many people at this point and he wasn’t sure if any of them would actually hold him accountable, so from now on, he was going to try avoid making the pile bigger. 

“Do you want to share with the class why you summoned me?”

“I’d like Melody to be here as well if possible; again, I really don’t want to repeat myself and I need everyone here.” It felt weird actually reaching out, instead of being reached out to. “Let’s head to the tree.” Jay sent a quick message letting Nick know where to meet them. 

Melody’s tree was gorgeous in early Autumn, when the leaves were a mix of greens and  oranges, but it wasn't unbearably cold. In four months it would have been a year since this had started. He’d even had a birthday while trying to be seen as a girl, not that he’d really registered it. His downward spiral had been in full swing by then. He sat at the base and the other two sat down next to him. They started talking and flirting, while Jay just waited. 

He really didn’t expect Nick to show up. Things had been complicated between them over the last week. Nick and Jay had kind of decided to alternate who would hang out with the group and generally avoided having to talk to each other. There weren’t really words that could make up for what Jay had done. He hadn’t even tried or thought about trying since he had been so sure that nothing was going to change. Now he was going to make things change and he really hoped Nick would eventually come to forgive him.

A text came through to his phone and he sighed.

“I’m gonna come out to Mum,” Jay announced.

“What?" Adam and Katie exclaimed in unison.

"Just like that?" Adam asked.

"Five days is all it takes to do a complete one-eighty?" Katie laughed. 

"If you won't fuck off, it's my only option," Jay said.

"I mean you can start smaller. We can fully commit to calling you a guy if that's what you want," Adam said.

"And what good would that do?" Jay asked. 

"It would be more thought out." Adam said.

"What do you need?" Katie asked. Of course she'd get it. She was way more used to this brand of bullshit.

"A place to crash and Melody to take over if I'm going to fall apart after."

"Easy. I'll text my mums."

"Katie, he's being reckless."

"What's new?" she responded.

Adam rolled his eyes.

"So what changed?”

“It’s the only option now,” he explained. 

“I know dysphoria is a lot, but we could still try to magically get you back to normal, over the next week or so,” Adam said.

“It wouldn’t solve shit. Mum thinks me liking men is the natural result of my body changes. When she finds out that’s not true she’ll know I’m the sissy faggot she was worried about.” Adam and Katie looked at each other, mouths agape. Had he ever told them about that? No, of course he hadn’t. Why would he? He’d assumed Katie would have figured it out, or Nick might have told her. He’d assumed they knew. “And besides,” he said, trying to salvage the conversation from the bombshell he had accidentally dropped, “maybe I don’t want to go back to normal. I barely fucking recognise who I was before.”

“You could just leave?” Katie suggested.

“Maybe she’ll surprise me,” Jay said. After everything he was still a Mama’s boy and he desperately wanted to go back to the happy memories. Maybe she’d give him that. It was a pipe dream. The pained look on her face from when she found his bra flashed in his mind and he had to take a deep breath to not lose it. Melody’s tree was the only place this conversation could happen.

“The option to stay longer is still open, but I want it on the record. I think this is a bad idea," Adam said. 

“Obviously, but I should rip the bandaid off early," Jay argued. This reckless bullshit had gotten him this far. If he had to run away, he would. 

“Should you, though?" Adam asked.

"Adam!" Katie said.

"What? Look, you are really lucky your mums were supportive off the bat. Jay's mum isn't going to be." 

"What do you suggest then, Adam?" Jay asked. If Adam could supply an alternative it would be grand.

"You could do what I've been saying you should for the last eight months, socially transition at school."

Adam had brought it up as an option so many times Jay had tuned it out. There was no way it would be that easy.

"I literally came out as a girl, do you think anyones going to believe me if I come out as a guy again."

"Yes!" Adam and Katie both shouted.

"Jay, literally no one would be surprised. You went from a confident loud douche to barely speaking and never smiling," Adam said.

"He has a point."

"You were so pathetic that all the frustration I had built up for a year dissipated."

"I tried so hard, though," Jay argued.

"Tell the counsellor. This school may have let you and Ben get away with a lot, but it still accepted me, and I was born this way. I was a better actor as well."

Melody's voice rang through Jay's head.

"Melody says you weren't that convincing." 

"I'm comparing myself to you, bro." 

"Touché."

"My point is, you'll be taken seriously. The school has proper safeguards for this situation. I was going by Adam here way before I told my parents," Adam explained.

"But what if she finds out?"

"We prepare for that."

"It can't be that simple," Jay said.

"It's more simple than running away as a seventeen year old."

"What about transitioning?" Katie asked. 

"This is transitioning." Adam responded.

"What about my body?" 

"Oh. Yeah," Adam said.

Jay could feel Melody listening in on them. 

"We're on a time limit," Melody thought.

"Do you wanna just talk to them together?" he thought back.

"I'm tied to the school," Melody said using his mouth. "I can't fix this if he isn't at the school. Once he graduates, I'm useless."

"If he gets kicked out or has to run away, school might not be an option," Adam argued.

"So what do I do?" Jay asked.

"Right now, I don't know," Adam said. His objections were all annoyingly solid, and Jay welcomed any excuse to avoid seeing his mother like that again, but Adam wasn't a procedural thinker.

"Talk to the counsellor and we can start arranging with teachers," Katie said.

"What she said. I know it might not feel like much right now, man, but it makes a difference."

"Thank you for the reality check, Adam," Jay said. 

The tension drained out of Jay's everything. Who would have thought that not having to come out to your homophobic mother could relax someone so much. Adam's solution was really obvious and he'd been so stubborn in trying to force himself to be a girl that he'd just ignored it.

"So do you want us to call you James?" Adam asked.

"Jay is fine."

"You sure?" Katie asked.

"I mean still treat me like a guy, but you've been calling me that for the last eight months and it's comforting at this point," he explained.

James felt so alien to him now. His mum had erased him from their house and Jay was complicit, since he’d given up on being James. It was hard to be sad about it. He was a piece of shit, but part of Jay wondered how things would have gone if this hadn't happened. Who would he have been?

Would James have realised what was wrong with him eventually? Would he be able to make up with Katie or have friends that actually cared about him or would he just push them away? Maybe he wouldn't have even noticed that his friendships felt hollow. As horrible as it was, Jay figured this was the best outcome for everyone else, even if he had to suffer to make it work. Katie was happy and healthy. Adam and her were happy together. Nick wasn't locked in the closet having to hear homophobic bullshit from his so-called friends. Even Melody now had a voice. If he could go back in time and stop it from happening, would he? 

Probably not.

"Classes are going to start soon. You two should go," Jay said.

"What about you?" Katie asked.

"I want to talk to Melody."

They waved goodbye, and Jay sat down at the base of the tree.

He closed his eyes. He wished it was easier to talk to Melody. It would be so much easier if they could just sit down together.

"So you're finally going to let us help?" she asked.

"I wish I could nap right now so we could talk face to hazy silhouette."

"Is that a yes?"

"I don't really have a choice, do I? If it doesn't work, I can just play in traffic anyway." 

"Not the best reason, but I'm glad you're trying."

"It's the best reason we're going to get." He shrugged. 

"So what did you want to talk about?" she asked.

The last week had been confusing. Trying to readjust to being around people again. Having to confront the possibility of actually trying again? It was all so daunting.

"Can we start with the time limit thing? I mean, I can't change my body too much or Mum will notice."

"You turn eighteen next year, right?"

"Yeah, but will anyone take me seriously as a guy for a year?"

"I'm sorry."

"It's not your fault," he said.

"It quite literally is."

"You didn't know this would happen and well, what you did worked. The school is better now."

"We are not having this conversation again. You didn't fucking deserve this, Jay." She sounded frustrated. 

"Even if I didn't, it worked out well."

"You didn't."

"So I have a year to plan how to leave and figure out what I want." Jay wasn't really sure how to convince her that she was right. It was amoral, but based on how she'd acted over the last few months and how she talked about it, he had started to believe she'd lied about the transformation being intentional.

"What do you mean 'figure out what you want'?"

"Well, I'm a guy, but it's not like I'll ever be normal again."

"Sorry.

"You've been helping Katie and Adam get their ideal bodies, right?"

"Yeah? So?"

"And you want to do that for me."

"Yes."

"But I don't know what I want. I've been trying to be what Mum expected, but I don't think she's going to be in my life when this is over," he explained. 

"I don't understand."

"I don't either. I mean it should be obvious, I want to go back to being how I used to be, but I don't have to, do I?"

"If you don't want to, I guess. But why wouldn't you? I took that from you. You would have been fine if I hadn’t fucked this up." She still sounded so guilty.

"I don't know if I want to go back to how I was."

"This isn't you trying to convince me you can be a girl, is it?"

"No! Just I don't know. Half of what caused last week was the realisation that maybe I don't want what I thought I should. Or what I thought a man should."

"What do you mean?"

"Like guys should be tall, strong, protective and stoic you know. It's a lot of pressure."

"You don't have to…"

"Exactly! Like I can cry. I don't want to lose that again, and maybe I don't want to get taller anymore. Do you get it now, Mel?" he asked.

"I guess."

"Good, cause after all of this I don't."
Epilogue
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Jay sat at the foot of Melody's tree. He'd gotten an internship in the IT department of the high school. He wasn't ready to say goodbye to Melody, if he was honest. She'd done so much for him. It wasn't all good, obviously, but he felt confident now in saying he was happier than he would have been otherwise.

"You don't have to keep me company, you know?" Melody said.

"You're my friend, Mel," Jay replied.

After two years on testosterone and some help from Melody, he was comfortable in his body. His patchy sideburns and beard that he refused to shave made him look a little scruffy, but he cherished it. It was proof that he had pushed past everything. That his body belonged to him. He was still working with her as he figured out what he wanted. After three years of dysphoria, and gender exploration, and a lifetime of his mum pushing her ideas on to him, he wanted to use his opportunity to get what he wanted. He wasn't sure of all the specifics yet, but that was fine. He still had time. For now he was enjoying his facial hair and body.

"What are you thinking about?" she asked. He could make out a ghostly figure next to him. She kind of looked like him. He wouldn't be surprised if she couldn't remember what she used to look like. 

"I'm so fucking lucky."

"There's no need for sarcasm."

"I'm serious."

"I ruined your life," she argued. She looked so small.

His mum was no longer in the picture. Adam had given him a place to stay when it became clear that she was going to end up killing Jay. It had been hard to accept. There were times when he still missed her. When he hoped that despite everything she'd find a way to understand him not being a model son/daughter, but he knew she wouldn't. She couldn't understand. She didn't want to. Which stung. Even after a year. He wasn't sure it would ever not sting. He remembered her crying as she acted like he had died. He remembered her screaming about how she didn't understand him or what he wanted. It wasn't likely to change anytime soon. 

He tried not to dwell on it further. He couldn't control what other people did, or how they'd treat him. He just had to surround himself with people that wouldn't treat him like that.

"I'll call Katie over here so I can hug you if you keep saying that." Katie had offered her body for occasional possession ever since Jay's had become more uncomfortable for Melody. It was incredible the lengths Katie would go for research sometimes.

"I did, though." He wasn't sure he'd ever be able to convince her she was wrong. It wasn't going to stop him from trying.

"It sucked for a while, but look at us. Chilling under a tree together. Does it look like my life is ruined?" He relaxed into the tree a bit more. The afternoon sun felt amazing.

"You're still traumatized," she stated.

He didn't have a perfect rebuttal. This shit was a rollercoaster, but he couldn't blame her for it. Part of him still wanted to believe he deserved it. That he was a monster who’d brought all that horrible shit upon himself and that Melody was just the unfortunate soul who was forced to deliver that punishment. It was a twisted idea. One he refused to give more thought to.

"I don't blame you for that," he said.

"I know you don't. It's confusing."

"What you did to my body was messed up, but you can't keep beating yourself up over it."

"You say that so lightly."

"It's been three years and you've done more than enough to make up for it."

"I can't agree with that, Jay."

"I'm kind of glad it happened." He was thinking out loud at this point. "I never would have reached out to Katie, or dated Nick, or met you and Adam."

"You could have done that without being traumatized."

"Maybe, but I could have also repressed my sexuality, continued ignoring how much I was hurting other people and stayed friends with Ben." He shuddered at the thought. 

"Jay?"

"Yeah?"

"Thanks."

"Thanks for not letting me give up."

—

It was difficult for Katie to explain to her mums how she had managed to get magical bottom surgery. She'd somehow managed to graduate while balancing a part time job, her friends being disasters and dealing with literal magic and as a reward and a birthday present her mums had decided to sit her down and talk to her about options regarding bottom surgery that she didn't need.

"Your mum and I are willing to pay as much as necessary to get the best care possible, but we aren't really sure where to start looking," Mama said.

"We've been searching, but it's your surgery. So we really wanted to sit down and have a talk," Mum agreed.

After graduation Melody had taken a joy ride in her body and finished the job. Some girls were happy to keep their junk and that was super valid, but it just wasn't for her. That was almost a month ago. Was she capable of having kids? Could she get pregnant? Was she gonna have to deal with what that entails? She was going to have to explain this to both of them. 

"Katie. Are you alright?" Mama asked.

"Uh. Yeah. It's just, I don't need it," Katie said.

"If this is about cost, sweetheart, we both work, we have insurance to help with it. We just want you to be happy," Mum said.

How was she supposed to explain it? It was literal magic. 

"No, like, I've already had it kind of," she explained.

"And you didn't tell us!!" they yelled in unison. 

Their faces were a mix of panic, confusion and fear. She really could have worded it better.

"Not surgery! Magic!" she added.

"Magic? How did you pull off magic?" Mum asked.

"There's no such thing as magic," Mama said. "How did we miss this, babe?" she asked Mum.

"I don't know," Mum responded.

"Jay's body changed overnight and you are doubting that some weird phenomena exists?" Katie asked. Honestly she should have led with that. That would have made the conversation so much easier. It had already happened once.

"I thought that was just a disease or something," Mama said.

"If it was a disease, it would have been documented before," Katie argued.

"When did this happen?" Mum asked.

"A month ago. Just after graduation," she said.

"Oh my god, we are such bad parents," Mama said.

She really should have told them both when it happened, but she was honestly too distracted and worried about uni. Like it had been painful, not as painful as Jay had said it was, but a lot less was changing in her. It only took her a day to recover and then she went over to Adam's and they'd done stuff. Stuff she wasn't going to think about in front of her parents for fear of blushing. 

It honestly hadn't been as big a deal as she thought it would be. She'd already been living as a woman for so long it had faded into the background. Of course she'd felt a massive sense of relief and euphoria, but she'd just gone back to living like usual. Without the preparations and lead up to it like there would be with surgery, it kind of fell into the background of her mind.

"I'm sorry, I should have told you. I just kind of forgot."

"You forgot?" Mum asked.

"Yeah."

"Forgot that you grew a vagina?" Mum looked confused while Mama looked worried.

"It just didn't seem super important. All my paperwork already says female, so we didn't have to do anything about it," Katie explained.

"No, no, no, missy. We needed to book you into a doctor as soon as it happened. I mean your body changed. We should make sure everything's healthy and fine," Mama panicked, and Mum rested her hand on her shoulder.

"Do you know if it's like what happened to your friend where your reproductive system has completely changed?" Mum asked.

"I think so."

"Katie!" Mama yelled.

"What? I didn't think it was important," she said.

"What if you needed birth control, or you got your period? Goodness, we need to book an appointment with Jay's doctor, they can confirm everything and make sure you are healthy and hopefully keep it below board." Mama continued freaking out.

"Do you know Jay's GP?" Mum asked.

"I can ask him."

"Good, then we can figure this all out and make sure you're healthy," Mum said. "Then after that we can celebrate."

"Do you feel okay?" Mama asked.

"I would have told you if I didn't," Katie responded.

"Good. Good."

Katie was lucky to have such supportive parents. They went off to figure out what to do with the bombshell she'd dropped. They’d taken it well, considering part of the reason she'd forgotten was that she thought it wouldn't matter to them anyway. 

She probably needed to get that doctor's name. She pulled up the group chat with Nick, Adam and Jay.

Katie: I just told my mums about the magical bottom surgery, they are currently freaking out.

Adam: You didn't tell them?

Jay: What the fuck?

Nick: Katie what the hell?

Katie: I've been busy.

Nick: As the only completely cis person in this chat I'm not sure if it's appropriate to ask this, but since we are friends; how do you forget to tell your parents!?

Jay: No, babe, I think that's a fair question. 

Adam: Was this my fault ;)

Katie's face burned. He was going to get it next time they met up.

Jay: Get a room, you're gonna make me heterophobic.

Katie: 1. Adam! I'm going to bite you. 2. Yes. 3. I don't think Jay has a monopoly on being an idiot.

Jay: I haven't done anything stupid since… Fair point.

Katie: Who was your doctor when we had to get you checked out.

Jay: Doctor Finnegan, but I don't go to her anymore. She wasn't great.

Katie: We just need someone who we know won't blab.

Adam: Your gp should be able to. It's literally part of their job.

Oh, yeah. Patient-doctor confidentiality. She would probably have to explain to her doctor that she had stopped taking estrogen anyway. Unless she wanted to stockpile. Which probably wasn't a bad idea. She was going to university; having some on hand in case of shortages, and other trans women needing help, would be great. She'd have to think more about it. It's not like she could drag every trans woman to her haunted high school, that was three hours from where she planned to go to university.

Katie had been so lucky in the grand scheme of things. It just felt right to try and share that luck with other trans folks. 

Katie: I think I'm going to do gender crimes, so it might be better to not tell my gp. Plus I'm going to need a new doctor when I move.

Nick: Gender crimes? I love you a lot but sometimes I swear you are speaking a different language.

Katie: :3c

Nick: Speak normally you autistic goblin.

Nick and Katie had plenty of time to bond over their autism, much to the confusion of their boyfriends sometimes. He was the only one who could say that and not get punched in the face.

Katie: Says the other autistic goblin.

Nick: What gender crimes are you committing? I thought you solved crimes and mysteries.

Katie: Mysteries, yes. Crimes? Only those committed by corporations. I'm not a cop.

Nick: What gender crimes?

Jay: What is happening anymore?

Katie: HRT stockpiling and redistribution.

—

It took a lot for Nick to begin trusting Jay again. After Jay had dumped him, it had taken them a few months to even start talking to each other again. Nick hadn't necessarily tried to ignore Jay or anything. He just didn't know how to approach him, and for a while Jay seemed uncomfortable around him.

Then Jay had gotten a girlfriend and Nick no longer felt like he could ignore these feelings. They needed to talk, and they did. They sorted things out like adults and things went back to how they were before they were dating. They'd play games together. Talk to each other, confide in eachother, you know. Bro stuff.

And was it wrong that Nick's heart did a little backflip when six months before graduation Jay said he was thinking of breaking up with his girlfriend? No. Of course not. Katie had taught Nick that feelings didn't make you a bad person. Nick wasn't going to encourage a break up so he could start dating Jay again, but this girl clearly saw Jay as less of a man because of his body. Jay deserved better, so Nick made sure he knew his worth. Jay was a great guy, who deserved someone that saw that. That saw what Nick did. It had nothing to do with any lingering feelings.

Jay was back to his old self, but in a good way. Nick no longer had to worry about him disappearing. He didn't have to see Melody as a threat anymore. Jay was single now as well! It wouldn't be weird to flirt with him a bit and hang out with more and god Nick was really out of practice with shoving his feelings down. So when just before graduation Jay had asked if Nick would like to try dating again, Nick had agreed, and a month later Jay was standing at Nick's door to take him to lunch.

"You could have just texted me you were here," Nick said.

"Nah, couldn't wait to see your face. I had to rush to the door," Jay joked. He was being obscenely cheesy in a way Nick was not immune to.

"So game store?"

"It can sometimes be hard to tell, but I think you are blushing," Jay teased.

"Shut up."

"Make me."

Nick took the opportunity to kiss his idiot boyfriend on the lips.
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