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Chapter 1







The first Saturday evening of November was the Homecoming Dance. Since Lac du Pac Island had just one school building for all twelve grades plus kindergarten, the event was held at a nice hotel in mainland Michigan. Since the last ferry ride across Lake Huron was at five thirty, every attendee had to stay the night over there.

Not me, though. I sat on one of the two couches in the living room with the TV on, wishing I could go. The dance was actually organized by the local high school in the mainland town, and the high school students from Lac du Pac Public School were allies who were always invited to the events, including proms. If only our school wasn’t too small to host a dance, then it wouldn’t have required a ferry ride to attend.

But as curious as I was about going, I accepted that those dances just weren’t for me. To go with Ollie Belasco or Geoff Böchmann and dance the night away would be a blast, even if neither of us could dance well (unless that was Ollie’s other secret talent). Sasha Serrano would totally be fun to go with, but she’d already expressed no interest, and I definitely wasn’t going alone. Ugh, it was the story of my gay life. School dances had been invented with the straight kids in mind, after all.

Would the secret lesbian have gone had she not been sent away by her religious parents? How was she, anyway? Living with even stricter relatives had to be rough, even though I couldn’t relate to having bigoted parents. Sadly, I hadn’t heard from her since our last text in October when her parents had found tons of lesbian content on her phone. She’d found my number on the signup sheet at school for the proposal of an LGBTQ support group, and we’d texted regularly for a while. She’d struggled with her sexuality most of that time, and I’d been there for her when needed. I’d later tried texting her just in case, but I’d kept receiving a failed delivery notice each time, which confirmed her number was no longer in service. I’d been sad about it ever since.

The bathroom door opened, and Mom and Mitch Hunt finally came out. Their first shower together while I was home, and I knew I had no choice but to put up with it. I already had to put up with Mitch.

“Jayden, you watching anything a little later?” Mom asked, her smoker’s voice sounding a little hoarse all of a sudden. “Because Mitch and I have a show on that we always watch.”

“No, go ahead.” Why was I a little down all of a sudden? More like in a blah mood, and I couldn’t pay attention to the rerun of a trashy reality drama I’d watched many times.

Mitch walked into the living room and dropped himself on the long couch, sighing with a friendly smile. He still dressed the same like it was his only style: a white tank top, light-blue jeans, a long ponytail down his back, and his inches-long beard trimmed. It was especially a relief when he was freshly showered with laundered clothes.

“So, Jayden, how’s life?” he asked in his deep and hoarse tone that never failed to annoy me. What did Mom see in him, anyway? He wasn’t even thirty yet. Well, almost, but still. Why not date someone her own age?

That said, she continued looking good with nice clothes, and her dyed-blond hair was brushed and regularly retouched. I did feel like she didn’t need to keep wearing blue contacts to mask her brown eyes, but because I’d been there, I had no room to talk. It was like an “easy fix” for a Hispanic person to pass on the island, except also easy to rely on as a clutch to accept ourselves superficially instead of naturally.

But Ollie had inspired me to accept my natural looks.

“Anything new?” Mitch added.

“Same as usual,” I muttered, trying not to get in a bad mood. Mom was around and would bark at me over it. Ugh, Mitch’s existence tested me every time. Why couldn’t Dad have stayed and made things work? None of what had been going on would have to happen.

“We’re having pizza!” Mom said from the kitchen, grabbing a box from the freezer.

“Starving.” Mitch rubbed his flat belly, which was surprising because of all the beer he drank. He probably worked out a lot, given his overall build. “How about you, Jayden? Hungry?”

What kind of question was that? Did he expect me to have an actual conversation about that? “I guess.” Ugh, whatever.

Mom brought him a few cans of beer and smiled at us, oblivious of my tension. Or maybe she didn’t want to recognize it just to keep the peace. Who knew? Then, she went back into the kitchen.

Mitch grabbed a can and opened it, and I could tell he tried not to slurp loudly while drinking the way he’d done before. It was like he’d been trying to control his gross manners, which I had to admit was a relief for a change, especially the farting. “Not seeing your boyfriend tonight?” It was also a relief how totally unfazed he was by my sexuality.

“Probably busy with Sasha.” Weird, because she’d normally invite me. Maybe she wanted to spend some alone time with Geoff.

“Bored?”

Why all the questions? Couldn’t he just talk to Mom, instead? “Kind of, I guess.”

Mitch glanced through one of the front windows. “Looks like there’s a bit of a flurry outside, but I don’t think it’ll pile up yet.”

Ugh, of course. Being way up near the Upper Peninsula and Canada, it wasn’t uncommon for November to have our first snow of the season, sometimes in October. The Lower Peninsula was a little luckier in that sense, since I’d heard Detroit often didn’t start getting a lot of snow until late December or early January.

Mitch focused on the TV, but I was convinced reality drama wasn’t his thing. From what I’d known of him, he was into bike and car shows, the local hunting and fishing channels, the occasional sports game, and I could’ve sworn he’d watched a few historical documentaries before.

I really was bored but also moody. I couldn’t get into any conversation. It wasn’t only with Mitch; he just triggered most of it. I got up and didn’t bother with the TV anymore. “You can change it to whatever you want. I’m not even watching it.”

“Cool.” He gave me a thumb up and wasted no time changing the channel.

I went into my room and closed the door, but the shut wasn’t as hard as it’d been before. I threw myself on the bed and grabbed my phone from my jeans pocket. After scrolling through my pictures, I stopped at a solo one of Dad with a warm smile that had lost its charm. He’d left me and Mom over three years ago.

I inhaled and held my breath to control my emotions, exhaling softly until my eyes watered. I hadn’t thought about him in a while, and I’d been largely okay without him in my life, but Mitch continually triggered more thoughts of him. Why, Dad? Why hadn’t Mom and I been a bigger part of his heart? Had he not loved us all along?

My lips mumbled, and I tried hard not to cry. My eyes flooded, and my emotions gave in. I sobbed for the first time in years when it came to Dad, having bottled up so much because of not wanting to think about him anymore, not that I’d ever stopped. I’d tried my hardest to shut him out this whole time, yet I couldn’t get myself to delete any pictures of him.

I decided to text Sasha because she was my best friend and knew how to cheer me up many times. I was so glad to have a friend in her, but I also felt guilty for betraying her and breaking my promise to her. I’d let my heart get in the way and hadn’t respected her wishes. That was the thing, though. I hadn’t agreed to her views on my being with Geoff. Either way, I’d still accepted the promise, so it didn’t matter.

The promise was broken.

After a few minutes, I wondered why she wasn’t responding when she was almost always quick to respond. I checked our history and saw that she’d left me on read almost instantly after I’d texted her. What? Was she that busy? I hoped she was okay because I needed to talk to her. Geoff was limited and was more available in person when it came to personal talk. Ollie…well…that was probably not a good idea, not that he’d be available right now because of his fanatically religious parents who continued to see my sexuality as a bad influence on him.

Ollie… My heart sank with confusion. At the movie theater on Halloween, Sasha had had a surprise for me that had turned out to be Ollie’s return and another chance to see him again. Then, when she’d gone to the bathroom, he’d asked me a loaded question, wanting to know if we could get back together. The truth was that I was still Geoff’s boyfriend, even if in secret. I’d been lucky only because Sasha had returned from the bathroom, saving me from having to respond. Because Ollie and I couldn’t communicate outside of his hangouts with her, my decision was technically stuck in limbo. Where exactly did we stand? I had Geoff now!

I texted Sasha again, but no response. I tried again minutes later, and still no response, but the messages had been read. That was weird. She’d never ignored me before other than when she’d stopped talking to me for a day over my meanness toward Geoff shortly after meeting him.

I tried him, too, but I knew it couldn’t be anything personal. It sucked because it was a chat app, and only he had access to our history, but he was that paranoid. He didn’t always respond immediately like Sasha normally did. So, I wasn’t sure when he’d reply.

I didn’t like the feeling of any of this. Had something happened? I tried listening to music for about an hour, and I still hadn’t heard back from either of them. My heart sank, and the pit of my stomach tightened as an uncomfortable thought invaded my mind.

What if Sasha knew the truth?




Chapter 2







By Monday, Sasha had still been ignoring me, and I was convinced she knew everything. Text after text after text, all left on read, and none of my many calls answered. Not even Geoff had messaged me back.

So, I planned to see Sasha first thing when I got to school. Ugh, if only it wasn’t going to snow today now that a light flurry had started. Mom wouldn’t bother getting me a snowmobile to ride to school, and renting one would add up in cost.

I rushed inside the school building and flew through the administration wing, a mild crowd of students just forming. As soon as I turned right and continued down the hall where Sasha’s locker was, I saw her fumbling through her things. My heart beat so fast because I was scared of how she’d react, but I needed to talk to her. I needed to know why she’d been ignoring me.

“Sasha!” I reached her, and her reddish face immediately told me just how pissed and hurt she was. Yep, she knew. She had to have. Crap.

But how!

Oddly enough, she didn’t say anything when she normally would’ve, given how outspoken she was. She continued with her things like I wasn’t here.

“You’re…not okay, huh?”

Still silent.

My paranoid thoughts wouldn’t leave me alone. I’d messed up by listening to my heart and selfish needs rather than keeping the promise I’d made to my best friend in the whole world.

She finished with her things, shut her locker harder than normal, and quickly walked away. Had I lost her? Were we not friends anymore?

I breathed in and out, the depression threatening to hit me. I grabbed my phone and messaged Geoff, asking him if Sasha knew the truth about us. It was the first time I’d mentioned something private about us, but I was desperate. I needed answers.

Oh, my God, he was typing! That increased my anxiety, and I swore the room spun me around while I waited for his reply. It took quite a while, but I knew I had to be patient, since he wasn’t the fastest typist, and he struggled with his English.

Oh, there it was! Finally!

Geoff: Hi Jayden! This must be my last message for you. I don’t want no more to lie to Sasha. I have told her about us because I want her to be happy about it and I was happy when I’ve told her. But she was so very angry and hurt! I was shocked because I didn’t knew that she is that way about us. She’s told me that you’ve broke a promise and she can’t talk no more with you. I can’t talk with you also and I’m sad about it. I’m a foreign exchange student and I must obey those things from the agency because Sasha has told me that it affects her and her family also. I’m so very sorry. I don’t never want to hurt you. I hope, that we talk someday when I’m 18 and then we are free to make what we want in the life. I miss you and I don’t want to say goodbye but I must. I love you forever. Bye Jayden… :( 

I leaned against the lockers, and stunned was an understatement. My heart grew heavy and burst into so many pieces that I wasn’t sure if I could heal from any of this. It wasn’t just that I’d lost Geoff, since he’d clearly wanted to be with me, but I’d lost Sasha, the most important person in my circle, and all for a guy I’d happened to fall for. It was bad enough that she and I shared most of the same classes. So, I’d have to put up with an awkward silent treatment.

Ugh, I didn’t want to go to class, but skipping school would definitely get me in trouble after I’d already gotten suspended for a week last month. I was stuck here and had to face the consequences of my broken promise. I wanted Sasha back. I’d do anything to get her back. I liked Geoff so much, maybe almost loved him in a way, but if I had a second chance with Sasha, I’d never pursue him anymore if it meant I’d have her friendship again. It would hurt, but not having a friendship with her hurt more.

Way more.




• • •




I knew better than to go into the cafeteria for lunch period. While I could sit alone, I’d run the risk of being picked on by others with no one to save me. I couldn’t exactly sit with Sasha and Geoff. So, what other choice was there?

I entered the school library and chose a random empty table. My stomach growled a little, and I tried my hardest to ignore the hunger. I released a big breath, crossed my arms on the table, and rested my forehead against them. I’d messed up badly. If only I could take it all back and never bother with Geoff in the first place. I was falling for him, but it wasn’t worth losing a best friend over.

God, Sasha, why? Why couldn’t we have just talked it out? I could’ve definitely stayed away from Geoff if she’d been willing to give me another chance. We’d had so many hangouts and even more conversations over the past three years. More than three, actually, since we’d met in September of ninth grade. What I’d give to erase everything and start over. Well, erase the night I’d cuddled with Geoff because that’d been the actual start of it. He’d kissed me, and I’d grown weak over it. I’d fallen for his sweet affections and kind personality. It wasn’t fair that I couldn’t have him as a boyfriend. He’d been my second boyfriend, and just like with Ollie, we’d been forced to break up.

Maybe love really wasn’t worth chasing after.

The sound of someone pulling up a chair across from me got me to lift my head, and Ollie’s face was the first thing I saw. His lips lowered into a frown, and he knew something was wrong with me. I couldn’t hide my emotions, anyway.

A strong wave of sadness headed my way. I was the inexperienced surfer, and depression was the rogue wave about to knock me over. My heavy heart might as well have dropped on the floor and split open.

“Jayden, hi. What’s wrong? Why are you sad?”

My eyes watered the more my focus on Ollie intensified. I’d never stopped loving him despite having chosen Geoff when I’d finally gotten another chance with him. I wanted to tell him the truth. “After we were forced to break up, I was so depressed and lonely. Geoff and I had eventually grown close—which wasn’t planned or anything, it just happened. One thing led to another, turned out he wasn’t straight, and we became boyfriends for a few days until Sasha found out and got hurt over it because I promised her I wouldn’t get involved with him. So, now I lost both of them. It was bad enough that I lost you.”

Ollie let out a deep breath, looking even sadder than before. After lowering his head for a moment in silence, he met my eyes again. “I’ve never stopped fighting for you, and I never will. We’ll always be together, no matter what happens.”

Those familiar words. He’d said them multiple times, that exact phrase. I’d never forget them. He’d still said them just after I’d confessed the truth. He wasn’t upset at all like I’d thought he’d be. “You’re not mad about Geoff? Because I should tell you…we slept on the same bed twice. The first time in the guestroom at Sasha’s, and the second time at my house.”

Ollie looked like he was feeling uneasy, and I imagined he was a little jealous.

“But we didn’t have sex, I swear. We kissed, but that was it.”

“Ah. I see.” Ollie’s tone sounded weaker.

“Are you mad?”

He sighed. “I’m not, no. Why should I be? You didn’t cheat on me, and besides, you couldn’t have known that you’d meet with me again. Now I know why you were so hesitant at the movie theater, since you weren’t prepared for Sasha’s surprise. Anyway, it’s not a real biggie. It’s in the past, and I’d like to move on and be with you again, if you’ll accept me back in your life.”

Huh? That was fast! My cries slowed down to a halt, and then, I wiped my face and sniffled. “Why are you so perfect?”

“Jayden, I’m not perfect. I’m just myself.”

“But you are perfect. You could’ve kicked me to the curb after telling you that I was with Geoff for a little bit.”

Ollie made a little pause, his warm, brown eyes misty. “I admit that it hurts to hear that. You were single, though. We didn’t have any ties to each other anymore, even though I was still willing to fight to get you back.”

I nodded, realizing it was pointless to go on about it when I’d literally just gotten a new chance with Ollie. I wasn’t sure how it would work, but I didn’t care anymore. I needed a friend now. I was alone, lonely, and felt dejected. I couldn’t take it anymore. “Do you ever just want to escape and go nowhere specific? Just…anywhere but home?”

Ollie gave me nod. “I do, yes. All the time, actually.”

The wave was closer and closer, threatening to flood my eyes. Sasha, Geoff, Mitch, Dad, life…everything. Within seconds, I broke like a dam and cried softly.

“Jayden, let’s go.” Ollie got up and extended his hand for me to take it, which surprised me because we were at school.

I needed out of here. So, I lifted myself off the chair and held his hand. When I glanced to my right while heading toward the library door, the librarian gave me the same look of disapproval she’d always given me. What was the point? When I did nothing wrong, I still wasn’t liked. But I’d also made terrible mistakes. So, there was that.

We walked out of the library and through the empty hallway, and Ollie held my hand the entire time. He didn’t seem to want to let go, and I honestly didn’t want to myself.

“How are we going to talk if you’re not allowed to be around me?” I asked.

“Well, I came up with a good plan, which I told you part of on Halloween. Do you remember, about hanging out in the mainland?”

I nodded. “But how do we keep in contact to make those plans?”

“That’s the other part of the plan. I was thinking that you could create a female persona online and register on a Christian forum my parents let me use. Maybe you can use a free stock picture of a pretty girl if it ever comes to that.”

My eyes bulged. Wow, why hadn’t I thought about that before? “Ollie, that’s an awesome idea! I’ll totally pretend to be a Christian girl if it means I can talk to you again.”

He gave me the kind of warm smile that thawed the icy remains in my heart, and the big kind of hope was suddenly restored. I still missed Geoff, and it was a shame that things couldn’t have worked out between us, especially because his being asexual was more ideal for me. I really loved Ollie, though. I had more history with him and more special moments and memories that pulled me in deeper. Granted, I’d chosen Geoff over Ollie on Halloween, but it might’ve been different had I been single then.

I wasn’t sure where Ollie and I were headed now, but it didn’t matter. I was with him, someone who was still willing to be around me and talk to me. I didn’t have anyone else left, and I needed that. Romance or not, I needed a friend.

A true friend.




Chapter 3







On Thursday, I was bundled up in winterwear, and my breath was visible—it wasn’t even December yet. I walked home from school, my winter boots creating footprints on the light snow. I hated it so much and couldn’t wait to afford to live somewhere warmer year-round.

Someday.

It’d been tough this week because the realization of it being days without Sasha in my life hit me harder than I’d been prepared for. Saturday would be a week, and there was no telling if I’d be her friend again. It was also hard not having Geoff in my life, but Sasha had been more involved in it in ways that couldn’t compare. I wished she’d be able to understand what romance was like and how it affected many people. Sometimes, romantics like me couldn’t help what our hearts felt. It was something she’d never experience for being aromantic. It wasn’t her fault because it was who she was. It just served as a reminder that our life experiences could clash.

I still had Ollie, though. When we’d reunited on Monday, we’d gone for a little walk outside after realizing skipping part of school could’ve ended up making our communication plan much harder to get away with, since he’d be grounded for a while—he’d be eighteen later this month, though. If only we could hang out more, but we at least had the Christian forum to chat through the private messaging system on there. We’d even come up with coded language to get around not being able to meet. Since Ollie wasn’t allowed to be around me, not even at the library, I had to sit at my own table here while he’d be tables away from me. We’d been lucky Gracie Adkins hadn’t been here on Monday, and we’d decided not to take another risk.

So, I was once again alone while at school. Sasha had still ignored me in all our classes together, and I refused to go to the cafeteria for lunch. As a result, I’d been bringing a sandwich every day, just to have something simple to eat. I’d had to eat in the bathroom because the school library had strict rules against food and drinks.

I reached my house, kicked the snow off my boots, and rushed inside. Brrr! Unfortunately, my mood was put to the test at the sight of Mitch in the living room on the long couch. He smoked a cigarette, and Mom was most likely at work. Ever since he’d shown up in her life, she’d been different in a better way, and I hated admitting it. I didn’t like Mitch; I hated him. Yet I struggled to find specific reasons for feeling this way. Maybe it was because it felt like he was replacing my own father.

No, I didn’t care about Dad!

Mitch gave me a warm smile, and every time he showed friendliness toward me, it both annoyed me and made me feel guilty. It was like a feeling of being torn and confused. “Hey, Jayden, how was school?”

I gave him a shrug and barely looked at him. “Same as usual.” I unzipped and pulled off my boots on the doormat.

He focused back on the TV that aired some reality show about fishing. Ugh, boring. At least, he didn’t ask personal questions. I was relieved about the fact that he mostly kept to himself.

I went into my room and threw myself on the bed while letting out a tired sigh. I could easily take a nap. Why had Dad been popping into my mind lately? I hadn’t thought about him too often, but all of a sudden, that’d been changing. What would I say if he ever showed up again? What would I do? Maybe Mitch really did trigger these thoughts.

I grabbed my phone and looked at a few pictures of Dad, wishing for answers. I had to accept I’d never know why. Mom had told me he’d left us and that that’d been it, but how could there not be a specific reason? They’d fought multiple times, but would that have been enough for him to walk away?

I stopped looking at his face to avoid crying, and I decided to message Ollie as the Christian girl. I hadn’t chosen a picture yet because his parents hadn’t asked to see what my persona looked like.
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