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      There is no reason to wish ruin upon other people.

      Least of all, a friend.

      It’s difficult enough to keep one’s own life in order. To speculate about how others live theirs—what they permit themselves, what they neglect—is an indulgence, a moral laziness.

      I know this.

      Still, the thought returns, unbidden and persistent, like a tongue worrying a sore.

      Four o’clock, and the lab has the particular hush of late afternoon: machines cooling, lights not yet adjusted to evening, people drifting out with coats over their arms as though they have decided, collectively, to forgive the day.

      I stand at the particle size analyser, hands resting on the steel bench, not touching anything I don’t need to. The chamber lid is closed. I checked it myself. Control is a habit, like posture—trained early, corrected often. It saves time later. It saves embarrassment.

      Through the tall window, the campus path curves away from the building. The trees are thinning, leaves already yellowed and brittle, autumn making its quiet claim. London is unusually clear today. The sky is pale, blue fading to a thin, washed-out gold near the horizon, the light already weakening into that early, silvery dusk that comes long before evening has properly begun.

      I watch Tan cross the path below.

      He is impossible to miss. Light on his feet. Careless—no, not careless. It only reads that way. There is intention in it. Confidence, worn so lightly it passes for accident.

      His scarf is floral. Soft. Entirely unsuited to the season, looped loosely at his throat. His jeans are tight—ripped beyond usefulness and sensibility, fabric strained and gaping in places that serve no function beyond display. His socks don’t match. Bright, clashing colours flash with each step as though he’s making a point of not making sense.

      Trying too hard.

      The thought arrives cleanly. Dismissive. And then, more quietly—I notice everything anyway.

      The line of his body beneath it all. The clothes don’t obscure; they outline. Lean. Athletic. His shoulders sit loose, unguarded. He moves without self-consciousness, as though he’s never once had to consider how he is perceived.

      My gaze lingers too long. I correct it at once, sharp and immediate, irritation flaring at the lapse.

      I should step away from the window.

      Instead, my attention narrows with the precision of a calibrated instrument. Tan isn’t alone. He walks beside a man I don’t recognise.

      That, in itself, is notable.

      I know everyone in the department. Not personally, not necessarily, but I know them. Names, research areas, funding bodies, publication histories. It’s a matter of structure. Of order.

      This man doesn’t fit.

      He’s not Physics.

      His hair is long, tied back loosely, soft curls escaping around his face in a way that suggests effortlessness while requiring—I suspect—a great deal of effort each morning. A studied lack of study. He wears his age loosely, like a coat he has stopped bothering to fasten.

      The man’s hand rests on Tan’s back as they walk. Not flat. Fingers moving—slow, proprietary, deliberate. A touch designed to be half-missed.

      Tan doesn’t shrug it off.

      He tilts into it, almost imperceptibly, smile already forming, body answering before thought has a chance to intervene.

      So. A new one.

      Maybe.

      Tan has a type. Older. Casual. Men who look as though they will not ask questions tomorrow. Gratification without responsibility. A familiar lump—thick and stubborn—gathers in my throat, rough as an unspoken word. It’s not disgust exactly, but it is strongly, emphatically disagreeable. A precise unease that sets my teeth on edge.

      There is, of course, no reason for me to concern myself with Tan’s behaviour. This is observation—momentary curiosity, nothing more. Judgement only insofar as judgement is occasionally required, though there have been rather more such occasions since the start of the academic year.

      Tan laughs, head tipped back, eyes flicking up at the man with a look I know well enough to recognise even from here—meaningful, suggestive, unearned in its ease. Spontaneous in a way that makes effort itself seem gauche.

      Tan treats visibility as performance. His queerness is worn outwardly, brightly, as if declaration replaces discipline. As if desire, once announced, cannot be questioned, or shamed, or restrained. As if flaunting it grants him the right to do as he pleases.

      My jaw tightens.

      The thought slips somewhere it should not.

      The man’s hand lowers. Tan allows it. The image arrives whole and unwanted, already too detailed to deny. Mouths careless. Bodies uncontained. Tan bent back, face slack with pleasure, eyes unfocused, open in a way that feels obscene in its honesty. The loss of control written plainly there.

      The image sharpens, erotic and exact, lingering far too long on Tan’s face—the exact moment discipline is abandoned.

      I pull back abruptly, as though correcting a misaligned instrument.

      Immoral.

      Careless.

      Sex should not look like that—uncontained, unashamed, without consequence. There is no virtue in excess. No dignity in appetite.

      Tan slows. The man says something. Tan’s mouth twists—not in resistance, but in agreement that comes too easily, too quickly. Gives way too readily. Accommodation without thought. Then Tan glances back at the building.

      Someone’s calling him back.

      Tan looks briefly annoyed. He always does when interrupted. Instinct first, discipline later—if at all.

      He leaves the man with an easy wave and turns towards the entrance, disappointment already smoothing into something lighter. He always comes back if there’s something to be gained. That, at least, is reliable.

      Tan looks up.

      For a fraction of a second, our eyes meet.

      I flinch. Step away from the window.

      Nearly.

      My heart kicks against my ribs. I turn back to the analyser as though I’ve never moved.

      

      Friday evening.

      The lab has already emptied out, the day shedding its last obligations. I wait for the system to finish cooling, watching the numbers descend, line by line, into their acceptable ranges. There’s a particular satisfaction in that—predictable behaviour, compliance with expectation.

      I shut down the computer carefully. Methodically.

      A muffled conversation drifts down the corridor. Indistinct.

      I switch off the analyser.

      Final.

      Done.

      I exit through the side door into the postgrad office. The room is narrow, desks arranged with institutional efficiency—function over comfort. Mine sits at the back, against the wall. I chose it deliberately. Paid the student who had it before me.

      So here I am, exactly where I intend to be.

      No one behind me.

      The thought of being watched makes my skin prickle—not from guilt, but from implication. To be seen is to risk exposure. To suggest that something might be visible that I have not sanctioned. Observation, when directed outwards, is control. When turned inwards, it becomes vulnerability.

      I stop.

      My cactus is gone.

      The barrel cactus—small, perfectly symmetrical. I replanted it myself when it was first given to me, though I would never admit to liking it. It’s now sitting on the windowsill.

      Someone has moved it.

      Irritation flares, sharp and immediate. I exhale and rein it in at once. There is no utility in anger. I chose to be here for the master’s degree. Shared space entails shared inconvenience. This is a variable I must account for.

      I cross the room and lift the pot, fingers avoiding the spines by habit. England’s light is deceptive; on clear days, the sun can scorch. Even resilient things are not indestructible.

      I return it to my desk. Align it precisely. Adjust the blinds by a fraction.

      There.

      Order restored.

      Voices carry through from the adjoining lab.

      Tan’s—impossible to mistake. Professor Rinaldi’s—softer, colder.

      I move to the narrow glass pane in the door.

      Tan is half laughing, half complaining, his hands in constant motion, as though the air itself requires persuasion.

      “—this is not acceptable,” Rinaldi says mildly. “The chamber was filthy.”

      “It’s not filthy,” Tan replies. “Carter’s down on the booking. He flushes the pipe every time—twice, sometimes. You should see his place. He knows if I so much as breathe a fog on his mirror. Order like that doesn’t switch off just because he’s not at home.”

      “It’s not just him using the lab, is it?”

      “The lab’s here to be used, Professor. People should clean up after themselves.”

      “They do,” Rinaldi says. “Just not to the standard required. These instruments are expensive. Sensitive. They notice neglect.”

      “That’s overkill,” Tan says. “Unnecessary chore. You know that.”

      Predictable. An argument already waiting, ready to be deployed.

      “The unnecessary chore,” Rinaldi replies, “is what pays you as the lab assistant. You clean when I tell you to clean.”

      Tan laughs. Bright. Unbothered. “Sounds like lab slavery when you put it like that.”

      Rinaldi pauses. Smiles faintly. “Do you still want the job?”

      “Yes, sir,” Tan says at once, snapping into an exaggerated salute. “Please don’t fire me. I need the money. They’re charging extortionate fees just for me extending a year—not like I even go to the lectures.”

      “Maybe you should,” Rinaldi says. “If you fail again this year, the university is unlikely to be generous.”

      My stomach clenches—a brief, involuntary contraction. I smooth over the reaction before it can register anywhere external.

      Tan stills. His shoulders square—subtle, but definitive. Yielding, then. Not to authority, but to necessity.

      “Right,” he says lightly. “I get it. Clean and clean some more.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Rinaldi replies, amused, and leaves.

      Tan stands alone for a moment, hands on his hips. I imagine the calculation—how to avoid, how to deflect, how to make it easier.

      He does none of that.

      Instead, he opens the cupboard. Pulls out the cloths.

      Work, then.

      He takes out his phone. Scrolls.

      I draw in a slow breath.

      I could go in. Offer a comment—technical, neutral. Something about the chamber not purging properly. An explanation he would half-listen to, at best.

      I trim it back ruthlessly.

      A simple greeting. What’re you doing back here?

      Yes. That will do.

      I press the handle.

      Music starts.

      Cheesy. Loud. Tasteless.

      I pause.

      Relief arrives before I can interrogate it.

      I let the handle go. The door clicks softly shut.

      Through the glass, Tan moves as he cleans. Hips loose. Lips syncing. A deliberate roll of his body. A thrust—excessive, performative—even in solitude.

      I watch anyway.

      The display is provocative in a way that makes my jaw tighten. Embarrassing. As though the lab has been repurposed into one of the bars he frequents—spaces of indulgence, of noise, of lowered standards.

      Frivolity masquerading as freedom.

      Noise where there should be restraint.

      Movement without consequence.

      He behaves as though nothing costs him. As though failure is abstract. Deferred indefinitely.

      The office door opens.

      Robin enters—arms full of papers, expression already buried in them. Earnest. Efficient.

      I turn at once, schooling my expression into polite neutrality as though I haven’t been peering through glass a second ago.

      “Evening,” I say.

      He nods, distracted.

      I take a book from the shelf without checking the title and return to my chair. Sit. Spine straight. Hands steady. The music now muted by distance, reduced to a faint, intrusive rhythm.

      Rinaldi appears moments later.

      “Robin. Very good results. Continue with the same parameters.”

      Robin brightens instantly. Reaches for his notebook. “Right. Thank you, Professor.”

      He’s gone before the sentence concludes, no doubt to run twenty more tests.

      Rinaldi turns, settling onto Robin’s desk. He inclines his head towards the faint thud of music through the wall.

      “What now?”

      “The lab is too busy during the day,” I reply evenly.

      He says nothing.

      I feel his gaze settle on me—probing, expectant. I keep my eyes on the open book, holding the page with deliberate stillness, as though it contains something worth protecting.

      He scoffs. “Just say it, Carter.”

      I turn the page.

      “Move his shift to after four. That resolves the issue.”

      A smirk. “He won’t like that. Evening’s his happy hour. But of course you know that. Didn’t you two grow up together?”

      “He grew up in Thailand.”

      Rinaldi shrugs. “I hear you’re close. Why make it harder for him?”

      I look up. Polite. Precisely so.

      “I am merely suggesting what might improve the lab runs. My apologies if I’ve overstepped, Professor.”

      “Very well.” He lifts his hands in a gesture of surrender that halts further explanation. “What’s got to be done has got to be done. You enjoy your little manoeuvres, Mr Brent, and I rather enjoy a favourable word with your father.”

      I say nothing.

      He stands, unhurried, adjusting his jacket.

      “Let’s not forget our discussion,” he adds mildly, before leaving.

      I remain seated.

      My breathing is measured. Controlled. I draw the feeling inwards and contain it—compress it, seal it behind boundaries reinforced by habit. Nothing escapes. Nothing is permitted to surface.

      And yet my attention continues to circle it.

      Monitoring.

      Alert for breach.

      Outside, the light shifts.

      The evening moves on, regardless of observation.
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      Water finds its way down my collarbone.

      Cold at first. Then irritating. Then… something else. Intimate—like it’s decided it belongs there.

      I’m flat on my back, half on the lab floor, half shoved into the under-sink cupboard, arms up, one knee bent for leverage, staring at the exposed underside of the basin. Everything down here is industrial and tired: grey piping, metal clamps dulled by years of overzealous cleaning, a chalky residue where something corrosive dried and got wiped away without much care. The hose connector’s split lengthwise, a neat fracture that suggests pressure rather than sabotage.

      Well. Maybe sabotage—by chemistry. Students are inventive when they panic.

      “How’s it?” a voice asks, disinterested.

      Another drop lands near my ear, trails along my neck.

      I shift, wipe my face with the back of my wrist.

      “Bad,” I say, voice echoing hollow under the sink. “Proper bad. Don’t know what cocktails these kids flushed down here. Told you we should’ve switched to brass fittings.”

      No answer from above.

      Of course not. Rinaldi never does things in the order people expect. Silence first. Attention later.

      When he speaks, he doesn’t even look down.

      “So do it.”

      I let out a breath. The pipe gives a faint groan as I adjust.

      “Haven’t got the part,” I say. “And unless you’ve secretly hired a plumber I don’t know about, I’d suggest calling one. Uni must have someone on payroll for this.”

      He stands at the workstation, hands loose at his sides. On the monitor, a finite element model rotates slowly, suspended in its virtual space. Dots, colours, stress fields blooming and collapsing as parameters change. Red flares like fire. Blue recedes. The structure deforms, not catastrophically—never catastrophically. Rinaldi dislikes drama.

      Keys click.

      “You’re on my payroll,” he says.

      I twist out from under the sink, head popping free. My hair’s gone weird on one side—damp, sticking up. There’s already a thin sheet of water spreading across the floor.

      “I thought I was hired as a lab tech,” I say. “You know—demonstrations, calibration. Million-pound equipment. Something glamorous.”

      A scoff. Barely there. “You get to do all that after you’ve done the maintenance. And the cleaning.”

      I push myself fully out and sit up. My back twinges—not pain, just a reminder I’ve been folded in half too long. I roll my shoulders, stretch my arms overhead, feel everything pull and settle back into place. My body works. That’s something, at least. Twenty-four, fit, uninjured. Should be under a barbell, not a sink.

      I haven’t had a proper gym session in weeks. Not since Rinaldi started requiring my assistance after class, adjusting my schedule at will, treating my personal time as another variable to be tuned and experimented with.

      I drop my arms and say, easy as anything, “Remind me again, Professor—whose payroll you’re on today?”

      That gets me a look. Just a slight turn of his head. Precise. Appraising.

      “Keep your opinion to yourself, Mr Naiya.”

      The grin arrives before I can stop it. “Ooh. Mr Naiya now, is it? Matteo?”

      He’s already turned back to the screen. Tweaks an input. The model wobbles, destabilised on purpose, then settles again like nothing ever happened.

      I reach up, unscrew the broken connector, slip it into my pocket. Evidence, I guess. Or just something solid to hold onto.

      “Right,” I say, getting to my feet, wiping my hands on my trousers. “I’ll clean this mess up. And I’ll fix the sink tomorrow if I can get the part.”

      “No.”

      I pause.

      Not surprised. Because some part of me has been expecting this.

      “You will go buy the part now,” he says, “and you will come back to fix it tonight.”

      I stare at him. “You serious? It’s already four. I have a date.”

      He lifts both hands in a small, elegant shrug. “Today, my hands are tied.”

      I laugh. Short. Incredulous.

      “Only because you keep them that way,” I say. “So—what’s in it for you, Matteo?”

      He doesn’t answer. His attention stays on the screen, on simulated decay, on systems breaking exactly as predicted. The corner of his mouth lifts, almost imperceptibly, as if the model has confirmed something he already knew.

      “Show respect to your supervisor.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say, sweet as poison.

      

      By the time I’m back, the day’s gone. Properly gone. Darkness has dropped over campus like it means it, sky emptied of colour.

      Beyond the Physics building, the football pitch glows under its floodlights—harsh white circles cutting into the night. Figures move across it in bursts and arcs, students mostly, a few staff still in work shoes, jackets shrugged off, bodies running out the last of the day’s momentum. Shouts carry thinly through the air, breath fogging as they slow, stretch, wander to the sidelines. No one’s keeping score.

      Never understood that. What would be the point of a game that pretend winning doesn’t matter? Someone always wins. Someone always wants to.

      I bound up the steps of the Physics Department, brand-new brass fittings rattling in my pocket, a paper bag of chips in one hand. Salt coats my fingers. Vinegar burns pleasantly in my nose. I eat fast when I’m annoyed. Always have. Like I can outrun the feeling if I just keep moving.

      The building glows unevenly. Windows lit at random, half the place still awake. Normal for a university. People will do anything to get ahead. Some of them grind for it openly—long hours, crap posture, hunger worn like a badge. Others pretend they’re above it, pretend they don’t want success, approval, certainty.

      But no one is above it.

      Everyone’s hungry.

      I shove another chip in my mouth.

      First floor. Particle analysis lab—still lit.

      Of course it is.

      I push the door open. “Carter. You’re still here?”

      He stands by the sink. Goes stiff the second he hears me—like I’ve caught him mid-crime.

      He’s all straight lines, Carter. Tall in this narrow, careful way. Dark jumper, sleeves pushed back just enough to show pale wrists, shoulders held as if posture alone might keep him contained. Most days, Carter looks composed to the point of chill, pressed smooth and tidy.

      Most days.

      But when caught like this, the polish slips.

      His jaw clenches too tight. One hand curls at his side, fingers flexing as though he’s stopped himself reaching for something. There’s colour high on his cheekbones that doesn’t belong there, and his eyes—usually so precise and measured—flick away a fraction too late.

      UNDER MAINTENANCE. The sign above the sink’s hanging crooked.

      He turns too fast. Guilt flashes, gone just as quick.

      “Sorry, I didn’t, erm…” he stumbles. “I was just⁠—”

      “You can’t use that,” I cut in. Then, holding up the bag, “Here. Want some chips?”

      “No, erm—no.” He shakes his head. “My hands are dirty.”

      I pinch one between my fingers, hold it close. Close enough to be rude. “Go on. You know you want to.”

      He flinches.

      Actually flinches.

      His breath catches—small, but I hear it.

      And still, his mouth opens.

      I clock it. The hesitation. The way he leans in before he realises he’s moving at all. I tilt my wrist. Slower than I need to.

      The chip hovers at his lips.

      I don’t feed him. I wait.

      My fingers brush his skin—barely anything. Just enough. A deliberate graze. A whisper of contact that lingers longer than necessary.

      Warm. Soft.

      A thought flickers—if I push, he won’t stop me.

      It stays a beat too long.

      I don’t push.

      Still, I feel that jolt inside me—quiet, insistent. And I shut it down before it turns into action.

      Carter snaps his mouth shut and knocks my hand away. The chip drops.

      “Now look what you’ve done,” I say, glancing at it like a tragedy.

      “I—I’m not hungry,” he says, too quick. “I need to wash my hands.”

      And then he’s gone. Door slamming hard enough to rattle the glass.

      I watch him leave.

      Not surprised. Not even a bit.

      In fact, this is exactly how it always ends.

      Which makes the trying feel… intentional.

      I exhale. Roll my shoulders. Crawl back under the sink.

      It’s been years. And he’s still doing this.

      So what—we fooled around once. We were eighteen. Full of hormones and terrible judgement. Boys mess around. It’s practically mandatory. Nothing sacred about it. Nothing worth carrying like a moral injury.

      I believe that.

      Or, at least, I believe that I believe it.

      But Carter treats it like a stain.

      Like I’m decay made human. Moral collapse, neatly externalised. While he stays pristine by refusing to look too closely at his own reflection.

      I tighten the bolt harder than I need to.

      Metal protests, then holds.

      I like that.

      When I slide out, I catch movement in the glass pane of the postgrad office door. Not a shape. Just… something. A shift too careful to be nothing.

      The office lights are off, the room a slab of shadow, but the glass still reflects enough to give me the idea of eyes on me.

      Someone’s there.

      I huff a quiet laugh as if answering a private joke.

      Of course he is.

      Six years, and the man still freaks out at the word gay. That’s not denial—that’s a PhD-level commitment to repression.

      And the way he watches me. Looking down. Judging. As if restraint were a virtue, rather than fear dressed up in manners—polished, laundered, and passed off as character.

      The thought heats me. I straighten my spine without meaning to.

      I want him to say it. Either way. That he’s disgusted. Or that he wants to fuck men. Anything but this hovering, sanctimonious pretending nothing ever happened.

      I pack up the tools with unnecessary care. Fetch the mop. Start on the floor. Slow and methodical.

      But I’m not focused on the work.

      I turn my back to the office on purpose. Bend a little more than I need to. Let the movement stretch, unhurried. Let the mop drag. Let time pool.

      He’s watching.

      No doubt about that.

      I feel it like a hand just short of touching.

      And yeah—I imagine it. What those eyes might do if they stopped pretending to be decent.

      When I’m done, I lean back against the office door. Casual. Blocking the view like I’m drawing a curtain.

      I pull out my phone. Dial. Connect.

      “Len! You still at home?”

      “About to leave with some mates,” he says, voice full of movement.

      “What? Wait for me. I want to see you tonight. Can I come over?” I pitch my voice lower, deliberate.

      There’s a faint jolt at my back. The door. Or him shifting behind it.

      I smile. Slow.

      “Can’t tonight,” Len says. “My sister’s coming over in the morning.”

      “Nah, that’s fine. Just want to meet. Where you heading?”

      “The Bell Jar.”

      “Cool. I’ll see you there.”

      I hang up. Stretch. Jacket on. Lights off.

      As I leave, I feel it again.

      That presence. Still there. Still watching.

      Everyone’s hungry.

      For something.

      I know exactly what I want.

      The real question is whether Carter does.
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      The night has settled fully by the time I step out of the building—October drawing its line through the city. The pavement gleams beneath the streetlamps, a thin skin of moisture catching the light.

      Ahead of me, Tan’s already moving down the street.

      I keep pace.

      Just close enough that he remains somewhere within the loose periphery of my attention, where it can still be dismissed as coincidence.

      Curiosity—that’s what this is. Nothing more.

      Tan walks quickly, hands in the pockets of his leather jacket, shoulders relaxed in a way I’ve never quite mastered. Perhaps he’s returning to the halls. Perhaps he’s meeting friends. There is no reason—none whatsoever—for me to concern myself with this.

      He turns towards the bus stop.

      The red double-decker waits at the kerb, engine idling, windows glowing against the dark. Soho, the sign announces in clean white letters. The word feels weighted. I slow. The bus exhales as its doors open. A small queue forms. A woman with a scarf pulled up to her nose. A man checking his phone. Tan steps forward, taps his card, and disappears inside.

      I stop a few paces back.

      This is absurd.

      My shoulders set tight, irritation curling inwards.

      What if he sees me? What if he notices—draws conclusions I do not wish to be drawn?

      I can see it—the puzzling look on his face, that assessing intelligence turned on me.

      The doors begin to hiss shut.

      Then Tan appears briefly on the stairwell, ascending to the upper deck without looking back, without hesitation.

      Before I can think better of it, my hand shoots out. The door bumps my knuckles as I wedge myself through, murmuring an apology to the driver that is half swallowed by the mechanical protest. I move quickly down the aisle and take a seat at the back of the lower deck.

      The bus lurches forward. My heart lurches with it.

      London slides past in fragments: lit windows, closed shops, reflections layered over reflections. I keep my gaze trained upwards, alert to every footstep.

      I need to calm down.

      There is nothing to it. We’re merely sharing public transport. Coincidence is still coincidence even when it repeats.

      Soho announces itself before the bus stops. The streets grow denser, louder. Neon bleeds into puddles. People crowd the pavements in knots and streams, smoke curling into the cold air.

      The bus brakes. Doors open.

      Tan appears at the top of the stairs: ripped jeans, ankle boots scuffed at the toe. He descends quickly, fluidly, already moving before his feet hit the pavement. He doesn’t look around, stepping into the crowd with purpose.

      I follow.

      Closer now. The crowd does the work for me—the crush of bodies, compressing space, disguising proximity. I let it carry me forwards, using it as cover without quite admitting that is what I’m doing.

      Soho closes in on itself at night.

      Narrow arteries of streets splitting and re-splitting, alleys threading between bars and cheerfully-lit shopfronts, neon and laughter saturating the air. People spill from doorways, voices rising, music leaking through walls—bass thudding, muffled and persistent.

      It would be easy to lose someone here.

      And easier, perhaps, to be lost

      I keep him in my sight.

      Because, for reasons I cannot quite articulate, it feels unwise to let Tan disappear into this place alone.

      He turns down an alley lit by pink and blue signage. A group of men stands outside a bar, drinks in hand, faces flushed, voices raised over the music. The place is heaving—windows steamed, door opening and closing like a lung.

      “Len!” Tan calls, bright and breezy.

      The name lands in my chest with a dull, unpleasant weight.

      A man steps forward from the small group nearby—taller, broader, carrying the careless confidence of someone entirely at ease in his own body. The sort of man who moves through a room as if the room already belongs to him.

      Recognition settles with unwelcome clarity.

      That’s him. Weeks ago, on campus. Leaning too close. Laughing too freely.

      So, not a stranger.

      Not simply another random man from the street.

      As if that makes it any better.

      Len wraps an arm around Tan, pulls him in. Introductions are made—faces blur, names dissolve before I can catch them. Len’s hand rests comfortably at Tan’s waist. Practised. Earned.

      They disappear inside together.

      Not a one time fling.

      A sex friend? A lover?

      The word grates at my nerve. I deny it room to expand.

      I look up from the pavement. The bar’s sign hangs above the door in artful lettering: THE BELL JAR.

      I almost laugh.

      Why not?

      Sylvia Plath repurposed as camp irony. Teenage angst polished into neon. Too depressive a name for a gay bar, surely. I can picture it—the owner with a shelf of bell jars in the basement, displayed lovingly, absurdly.

      People spill out past me, unapologetically alive, bodies loose, laughter loud. I glance around—checking the faces, the angles, the lines of sight. Not for interest. For risk. For witnesses. I become acutely aware of myself. My coat. My posture. The arrangement of my expression.

      I don’t belong here.

      Then I see him again—just briefly, at the bar—and the decision resolves without permission.

      I push the door open.

      Heat and sound hit me at once. The bar is crowded, pulsing with movement. I migrate to a spot near the edge, half-shadowed, where I can see without being seen. Tan’s at the bar, elbows resting on the counter, talking animatedly to the bartender.

      The man leans in as he pours drinks, smiling in that broad, practised way bartenders seem to perfect. A hand brushes Tan’s wrist as he sets a glass down. Another grin tossed towards someone two stools away. The same performance repeated down the line.

      Tan laughs. Loud. Unrestrained.

      As if the whole exchange is something worth encouraging. As if this open, cheap charm with half the bar isn’t exactly what the bartender is paid to produce.

      Irritation sparks before I can suppress it.

      Len leans in, murmurs something. Tan laughs again—then kisses him.

      I turn my face away at once.

      Enough.

      This is unnecessary. I should not be here.

      I pivot towards the door, but my steps falter—checked, inexplicably—as though the floor resists me. I force myself forwards. Or attempt to. Somewhere between intent and execution, Tan’s laughter cuts out.

      I stop.

      Turn back.

      The space at the bar is empty.

      I scan the room. Faces blur together beneath the low lights, smiles stretched too wide, bodies pressing too close.

      But, Tan and Len, I cannot see them anywhere.

      A small unease begins to take shape.

      Then I see the stairs.

      Back wall. Tucked into a corner. Leading downwards.

      I walk up to it.

      A thick rope hangs across the entryway. NO ENTRY, says a sign so small it seems to be attempting sternness without drawing attention to itself.

      I hesitate, fingers closing around the rope.

      “Sorry, love. Members only.”

      The bartender’s voice comes from behind me.

      “What’s down there?” I ask.

      He looks me over, head to toe, assessment quick and unhidden.

      “Well,” he says, voice lilting with amusement. “If you have to ask, sweetheart, you probably don’t want to go down there.”

      “Someone I know just did.”

      “Invites only, I’m afraid.” A pause. “Now—what can I get you?”

      I reach for my wallet. The motion is automatic. I despise it even as I do it. The note slides across the bar—one hundred pounds, stark and undeniable.

      “What will that get me?” I ask quietly.

      He huffs a laugh, mouth tilting into a crooked smile. “Hmm, aren’t you direct.”

      He ducks under the counter with theatrical purpose. Glass clinks somewhere below. When he rises again, he places a black wristband on the bar and nudges it across with two fingers. A small key dangles from it.

      “How about… an invite?”

      I take it.

      Say nothing.

      And step past the rope.

      
      The room at the bottom is tiled in black, wood panelling lining the walls. A long wooden bench sits in the centre. Coats and jackets hang from hooks along one wall. Towels—rolled tightly, uniformly—are stacked beside them. Lockers line the opposite side, each numbered, each number corresponding to a key.

      A changing room, then.

      Dimly lit. A small mercy.

      The hiss of showers comes from somewhere beyond.

      I shrug off my coat and hang it carefully. My eyes snag, unbidden, on a familiar jacket: leather, fur-lined.

      Tan’s.

      What now?

      I sit on the bench, hands clasped, heart beating a little too fast.

      Wait here, then. For Tan to come out.

      And then what?

      I stare at the key as my fingers worry at the button on my shirt—clumsy, uncooperative. The act feels wrong in its intent. Armour being unfastened. My hands stop of their own accord.

      Footsteps approach.

      I jolt.

      A man emerges from the shower area carrying a basket. Middle-aged, neat, wearing a polo shirt and shorts—staff. He nods politely and begins to restack towels, re-rolling one that has loosened. Discreet. Considerate.

      I watch, held still, not daring to move.

      “First time?” he asks without turning around.

      “I- Is it obvious?”

      A huff of laughter, not unkind. “You’ll want to change into a towel.”

      I look up. That is exactly what I cannot make myself do.

      “Is it strictly necessary?”

      “Strictly?” He doesn’t look at me. “No. But it’s etiquette, isn’t it? We’re English, after all.”

      I let out a small, nervous laugh.

      “In here,” he continues, voice easy, measured, “what you choose to wear—or not wear—where you linger, where you don’t… it tells people how to move around you. What to offer. What to leave alone. Business negotiated non-verbally.”

      “I’m not here to… do business.”

      “That’s all right,” he replies mildly. “Plenty of people aren’t. Some come to watch. Some to be seen. Some just to feel the heat.”

      Be seen. I shift. The word prickles.

      “Besides,” he adds, “it’s terribly warm in there. Designed to make you give in eventually.”

      I swallow. “Can I just… pop my head in like this? I just need to talk to my friend.”

      The man finally looks at me, eyes amused. I’m certain I’m beet-red.

      “Go on, then,” he says. “Stick to the corridors.”

      I stand, key warm against my wrist, and step forward—hovering, still—at the edge of whatever I’ve just asked to enter.

      
      The corridors fold in on themselves.

      Wood-clad walls, darkened by years of heat and moisture, narrow and widen without logic. Light leaks through slatted screens in broken bands. I move slowly, aware of every sound: breath, a low murmur of voices, the soft scuff of bare feet on tile. The air is thick—steam and something sharper beneath it, camphor and sweat and the faint, unmistakable note of want.

      Through the partitions—perforated panels designed to offer glimpses without full revelation—I catch movement. Men gliding over one another, bodies intersecting and separating in the half-light.

      I look away.

      But my gaze drifts back, skitters, fractures. A shoulder. A hand at a hip. The suggestion of skin through the gaps in the wood.

      I reprimand myself at once. This is indulgence. This is moral laxity. This is⁠—

      My body responds anyway.

      Heat gathers in my abdomen, sudden and unwelcome. My pulse stumbles, then begins to pound harder, a dull, insistent throb settling low in my body. Awareness presses in from the inside—tight, intrusive, impossible to ignore. I shift my weight, the movement small and controlled, as though that might hide my reaction from the room.

      From myself.

      I draw in a shallow breath but it snags halfway down, my chest clenching as though the air itself has turned traitorous. Disapproval follows, neat and well rehearsed. I can always rely on it.

      I tighten my grip on the key until it bites. A small, corrective pain. A reminder: this is that sort of establishment, and I very clearly do not belong here.

      And yet.

      My feet carry me on.

      Further. Deeper.

      The sounds shift as I turn a corner—closer, more urgent. A familiar voice, breath-roughened, slips through the lattice of wood.

      “Sure. Just—… go slow.”

      Tan.

      I stop.

      Time to go, before he catches me.

      No coincidence can justify this now.

      But the voice frays as it continues, thinned by effort, by heat—less speech than the attempt to hold it together. Strained. Open.

      I move towards it. The corridor guides me, the architecture conspiring, bending me towards what I do not want. Voices rise and fall, broken—breath interrupting words, movement interrupting breath. A name murmured. Another answered.

      My pulse hammers against my throat.

      Still, I edge closer.

      The view comes in fragments.

      A screen of wood. A glimpse that lands wrong.

      Tan bent forward, braced on elbows and knees, his back drawn into a shallow curve, bare skin catching the dim light. The exposure of it—the openness of the position—strike me with a force that empties my lungs.

      A man kneels in front of him, fist knotted in Tan’s hair. The grip is firm, absent-minded, as if the gesture requires no thought. It fixes the angle of Tan’s head with quiet authority, guiding him down between the man’s legs and holding him there.

      My mind registers the details with unnatural clarity. The tension along his shoulders. The way his spine tightens, then stills. The dark fall of his hair caught in the stranger’s fist, the way his body holds itself there as though this position has already been decided.

      I jerk back, clap a hand over my mouth. The sound that threatens to escape me is not one I recognise. I don’t want to watch. Yet my attention locks there, precise and unwilling, cataloguing each detail as though understanding the scene might somehow make it less real.

      Tan’s voice carries again, low, threaded with recklessness.

      “More, Len,” he says, breath-frayed. “Give me more.”

      Tan releases the man in front of him and looks back over his shoulder.

      That is when I understand.

      The man before him is not Len.

      There is another presence behind him—close enough to dictate movement, close enough to set the pace. Len leans in, one hand braced at Tan’s hip, steadying, directing.

      The rhythm between them is unmistakable.

      Not fast.

      Deliberate.

      It moves like a bassline, felt more than heard—heavy, insistent, each measured thrust echoing through the room until I become aware of the rhythm inside my own chest, of how my breath stutters in uneasy time with it.

      The world tilts. Heat radiates from the bodies beyond the screen, the air shimmering faintly, as if the scene exists under glass. This is not my imagination—this is not the furtive, unguarded thought that sometimes intrudes when my discipline slips. This is real. The sound of intention. Of surrender. The humid press of desire made visible.

      Tan lifts his head.

      His face is flushed, lips parted, sweat dark at his temples. The intensity rattles me—not wild, but exact. Focused. Unashamed. More natural than any expression I can recall seeing on his face in daylight.

      This is not performance. This is function. This is what Tan is.

      An orchid grown for a specific climate.

      A bell jar lowered carefully over it, sealing in heat and shadow until bloom becomes inevitable.

      The image settles with terrible clarity. Tan curates his own environment—glass walls, controlled warmth, air tuned precisely to his needs. A space designed for visibility. For observation.

      Watched. Admired.

      Every angle of him exposed, refracted, multiplied. Available to every passing gaze.

      I recoil from the thought. I don’t want this version of him, dispersed—broken into views and fragments, consumed indiscriminately.

      The idea needles at me, sharp and irrational—a possessiveness where none should exist.

      My head spins.

      This isn’t the plan. I should not be here. I should not be watching this.

      The judgement surges, brittle and frantic.

      It doesn’t hold.

      Tan looks up.

      For a moment, his gaze aligns with the slats in the wood—passes over me without registering. Unfocused. Indifferent. And yet it feels like an invitation, or the illusion of one. His mouth curves faintly.

      Smiling.

      At me.

      I stumble back.

      Panic tears through me. I scramble. For moral footing, for language, for distance. The screen blurs as I retreat, breath coming too fast, too shallow.

      Run.

      The maze rejects me now. Corridors twist and close around me, the dim passages collapsing as I flee. As though the place itself is trying—and failing—to swallow the image I cannot unsee.

      
      The door to my flat slams behind me.

      I collapse against it, breath ripping in and out, my hands unsteady. I press them to the wood as if the solidness of it might hold me together.

      My legs give way.

      I slide to the floor, my back pushed hard against the door, as though bracing it against something that might try to follow me in.

      My heart is erratic. Violent.

      My face is damp. Sweat. Cold air. Can’t tell.

      I’m home. Safe.

      Calm down.

      I don’t remember the journey back. Only flashes: snatching at my coat, tearing the collar, stumbling on the stairs. Running.

      Yes, running.

      Something bites into my palm. It stings. I look down and force my fingers open. The black wristband lies there, the key still attached. I must have been gripping it too tightly; my skin is marked red, damp with sweat and blood.

      I drop it onto the floor as if it burns.

      Should have returned the key. The bartender will notice.

      Even so.

      I won’t go back.

      That place—where restraint dissolves, where
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