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Chapter 1 – The Name They’re Learning
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The first time Alex heard their name spoken the way they had chosen it, it felt like stepping into sunlight after years of dim rooms.

Not because the name was new—Alex had always existed, a soft and neutral sound that never leaned too hard in any direction—but because this time, it was said without hesitation. Without the pause that suggested confusion. Without the awkward correction or the apologetic stumble that followed.

“Alex?” the barista called again, setting down a cup with neat handwriting on the side. “Oat milk latte. No syrup.”

They stepped forward, fingers brushing the warm paper cup, and smiled—small, careful, but real.

“Thanks.”

The barista smiled back, already turning to the next customer. Nothing remarkable about it. No performance, no questions. Just normal.

Alex carried the drink to the far end of the café, where sunlight spilled across a long wooden table. Outside, winter was loosening its grip on the city, patches of snow retreating into damp shadows. The world felt like it was thawing, inch by inch.

So did they.

They pulled out their notebook, flipping past pages of half-written poems, therapy notes, and lists of things they wanted but didn’t know how to say out loud. The notebook had become a kind of anchor—a place where words didn’t interrupt, didn’t correct, didn’t demand clarity.

Across the café, someone laughed. Someone argued softly over a laptop screen. Life moved in comfortable chaos.

And then they noticed him.

He sat two tables away, hunched slightly over a sketchbook, dark hair falling into his eyes as he worked. He wore a faded sweater with paint smudges on the cuffs and jeans with a frayed knee. There was something absorbed about him, as if the world narrowed to the page in front of him.

He looked up, catching Alex staring.

Alex froze, then looked back down at their notebook, cheeks warming.

Great. Subtle.

A moment later, a shadow fell across their page.

“Hey,” a voice said, gentle but certain. “Sorry to interrupt. Is this seat taken?”

Alex looked up. He stood there, sketchbook tucked under one arm, coffee in the other hand. Up close, his eyes were an unexpected soft green, like early spring leaves.

“No,” Alex said. “Go ahead.”

“Thanks.” He sat, setting his things down with quiet care. “I’ve been trying to draw in public more. Less... pressure when it’s not perfect.”

Alex smiled faintly. “Does that work?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes it just means I’m aware of every person who might be judging me.” He chuckled, then held out a hand. “I’m Noah.”

Alex hesitated for a fraction of a second, then shook his hand. “Alex.”

Noah repeated it like he was tasting the word. “Alex. Nice to meet you.”

The way he said it—simple, confident—made Alex’s chest tighten.

They returned to their notebook, but the air between them felt newly charged. Noah flipped open his sketchbook, pencil moving in light strokes.

After a few minutes, he glanced over. “Do you write?”

“Sometimes,” Alex said. “Mostly thoughts. Things I don’t want to forget.”

“Like what?”

Alex thought of the page from last night: I’m still becoming. I wish people would let me be unfinished.

“Like how things feel,” they said instead.

Noah nodded like that made perfect sense. “I draw how things feel. Or how I wish they felt.”

They shared a small, quiet smile.



Alex left the café an hour later with fingers numb from holding their pen too tightly and mind buzzing from conversation that felt too easy.

They walked home through damp streets, past brick buildings and small shops, their reflection flickering in windows. Sometimes they barely recognized the person looking back—short hair, oversized coat, eyes tired but hopeful.

At home, the apartment was quiet except for the hum of the heater. They kicked off their shoes, dropped their bag, and collapsed onto the couch.

Still becoming, they thought again.

Their phone buzzed.

Unknown Number:
Hey, it’s Noah from the café. Hope it’s not weird I asked the barista for your number. She said you’re a regular.
Alex stared at the screen, heart racing.

Alex:
It’s okay. Hi.
Noah:
Hi. I had fun talking today.
Alex hesitated, then typed:

Alex:
Me too.
They set the phone down, staring at the ceiling. Their heart felt light, but fragile, like glass.

They’d been here before—connections that felt promising, people who seemed kind until they weren’t. People who said the right things and then disappeared when the complexity became real.

They didn’t want to be a lesson for someone. They didn’t want to be an experiment.

But Noah’s smile had been warm. His questions had been gentle, not prying. He hadn’t asked what are you? or so are you a boy or a girl? like so many others had.

He’d just said Alex.



Later that night, Alex opened their notebook again.

Chapter title: The Name They’re Learning.

They began to write.

I am not finished. I am not a destination. I am a process. I am still becoming.

Their phone buzzed again.

Noah:
Want to grab coffee again sometime? No pressure.
Alex stared at the message, then typed slowly:

Alex:
Yeah. I’d like that.
They closed their eyes, letting the words settle.

Outside, the city breathed quietly. Somewhere, snow melted. Somewhere, spring waited.

And somewhere inside them, something new began to grow.
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Chapter 2 – Labels and Lines

[image: ]


The word label had always felt heavier than it should.

Alex thought about that the next morning while standing in front of their bathroom mirror, toothbrush idle in their hand. The light above the sink flickered, casting a pale glow over their reflection. They tilted their head, studying the angles of their face, the way their hair fell just above their eyebrows, the faint shadows under their eyes.

Some days they felt closer to themselves. Other days they felt like a collage made from other people’s expectations.

Boy. Girl. Woman. Man. Non-binary. Androgynous. Confused. Attention-seeking.

They had heard them all.

The hardest part wasn’t choosing a word—it was knowing that whatever word they chose would be misunderstood by someone. Sometimes even by themselves.

They rinsed their mouth and leaned on the counter, memories rising uninvited.



Their first relationship had been with Emma, back in college. Emma had been brilliant and kind and deeply certain of who she was. She’d loved Alex fiercely, but she’d loved the version of Alex that fit neatly into her world.

“You don’t have to complicate things,” Emma had once said, lying beside Alex in a dorm room filled with posters and fairy lights. “You’re just you. Why does everything need a category?”

Because you see me as something I’m not, Alex had wanted to say.

But they hadn’t had the words then. They had barely had the courage to think them.

Later there was Daniel, who’d been fascinated at first, who’d asked endless questions and devoured articles and books, who’d introduced Alex to friends like a fascinating concept rather than a person.

“They’re non-binary,” he’d say, with a pride that felt more like ownership.

Alex had loved him. And then, slowly, they had felt like a project.

Each relationship had taught them something. Mostly what they didn’t want.



They pulled on a loose sweater and jeans, grabbed their notebook, and headed out.

The city felt brighter today. The sky was pale blue, clouds thin and moving fast, as if they had somewhere important to be. Alex walked with hands in their pockets, replaying Noah’s messages from last night.

Want to grab coffee again sometime? No pressure.

He had added that last part, and Alex kept thinking about it.

No pressure.

It was such a small phrase, but it felt like a gift.

Their phone buzzed.

Noah:
Morning, Alex. Hope you slept okay.
Alex smiled before they could stop themselves.

Alex:
Morning. I did. You?
Noah:
Same. I’m heading to the same café later to draw. You’re welcome to join if you feel like it.
They stared at the screen, heartbeat quickening.

Alex:
Yeah. I’ll come by.



The café smelled like roasted beans and warm pastries. Noah was already there, seated at their usual table, sketchbook open, coffee untouched.

He looked up when Alex walked in, his face lighting up.

“Hey,” he said. “I was hoping you’d come.”

Alex sat down, setting their bag at their feet. “You said no pressure.”

“True. But I can still hope.”

They laughed softly.

Noah closed his sketchbook. “Can I ask you something? And you can absolutely say no.”

Alex tensed slightly. “Okay.”

He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “You mentioned yesterday that you’re still figuring yourself out. Identity-wise. I don’t want to be intrusive, but... I want to understand you better. Only if you’re comfortable.”

Alex studied his face. There was no hunger for novelty there. No fascination. Just sincerity.

“I’m non-binary,” they said. The words felt steady on their tongue. “Mostly. Sometimes I feel closer to one side or the other. Sometimes I feel like neither. It changes.”

Noah nodded. “So it’s not fixed.”

“No,” Alex said. “It’s more like... weather. Some days are sunny. Some days are storms. Some days I’m just fog.”

“I like that,” he said quietly.

“You do?”

“Yeah. It sounds human.”

Alex blinked, surprised.

He added, “I don’t have a lot of experience with this. But I want to learn how to be respectful. If I mess up, you can tell me. I won’t get defensive.”

The knot in Alex’s chest loosened.

“That’s... more than most people say.”

Noah shrugged. “I think I’ve messed up enough in my life to know I don’t want to keep doing that.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the kind that didn’t feel awkward.

“Can I ask what pronouns you prefer?” Noah said.

“They/them,” Alex said. “Sometimes he/him feels okay, but they/them is safest.”

“Okay,” he said, nodding like he was memorizing something important. “They/them. Got it.”

He said it again, quietly. “Alex said they like oat milk.”

Alex laughed. “You don’t have to practice out loud.”

“Yes, I do. I want it to stick.”

They laughed together, and something in Alex’s chest warmed.



They talked for hours.

About art. About childhood. About the strange comfort of anonymity in big cities. Noah told them about his parents’ divorce, about feeling like he had to be the stable one in every relationship.

“I get tired of being the stable one,” he admitted, staring into his coffee. “Sometimes I want someone to lean on me. Sometimes I want to lean on someone else and not feel guilty.”

Alex traced a finger along the edge of their cup. “I’ve spent so long trying to explain myself that I forgot how to just... be.”

Noah looked at them. “You can be with me.”

The words landed softly, but they stayed.



Later, they walked outside together, sunlight catching on puddles from last night’s rain.

“Thanks for trusting me,” Noah said.

“I’m not fully trusting you yet,” Alex said honestly.

He smiled. “Fair.”

“But I like that you asked instead of assuming.”

“Assuming usually says more about the person doing it than the person being assumed about.”

Alex laughed
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