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Prologue




The Entrance




Three years ago…




With my backpack over my shoulders and a frown on my face, I trudged toward the Lac du Pac Public School entrance, the only school on Lac du Pac Island in Lake Huron. I wore a plaid shirt and decent jeans, nothing special.

I stopped and turned my head, salivating at the candy shop among the historical buildings on Main Street, particularly at the thought of its famous taffy. If only I could skip school to hang out in the shops without getting caught on such a small island of a thousand permanent residents who pretty much all knew each other.

The day after Labor Day didn’t only mean the beginning of a new school year. Soon, the change of temperature would coincide with the recent closing of all beaches in mainland Michigan. The breeze that would scatter the fallen leaves of browns, reds, and oranges all over the manicured lawns complimented the mood that struck me, and it was hard to mask.

A horse-drawn carriage galloped down the brick road, the only vehicular transportation allowed on the shark-fin-shaped island. Well, besides snowmobiles in the winter. The driver greeted me with a whistle and a wave as a common greeting to walkers. He guided the horses past me while several tourists rode in the covered back.

I gave him a princess wave in return like I did to everyone, never caring about how feminine it was, but my smile wasn’t as strong as it could’ve been. Still, it was the polite thing to do here, a gesture that bullies could never master in a genuine sense. They and religious people were why I wasn't as talkative as I used to be.

I turned back and let out a deep breath as soon as the anxiety forced a frown on my face. It was the school entrance, a single-story building slightly away from downtown in its own little park, right where the brick road ended and turned into the main gravel one that circled the island about eight miles long. It was a boring resort island with too many tourists to put up with in the summer, but the Victorian houses were at least charming. School, on the other hand, wasn’t a charming experience.

Ugh, why was it so hard to socialize with people I didn’t relate to? It would’ve all been different had I been as masculine as the boys around me looked, walked, and behaved. Even my feminine voice gave my sexuality away, hence the reason I didn't speak a whole lot in public. I'd been taunted over it enough to prefer to be mute.

Then, there was the fascination with hooking up as practically a requirement to “become a man”. It managed to creep into my thoughts often and deepen my concern about not experiencing looking at boys the way even many girls did. With Dad having left me and Mom over the summer to add so much more to my chipped plate, I didn’t need all that. I didn’t want to be lonely, but at the same time, I didn’t want to have to change anything about myself.

Or was I just broken in more ways than one?

I opened the double doors and made my way inside the narrow, nautical-toned hallway where the administration wing was. I continued toward the high school wing at the back of the building. I had to control my panting the whole time, even though all of us had seen each other numerous times. Plenty of familiar eyes were on me. Did they see something on my face? Had I dyed my hair a bit too blond to where it clashed with my dark eyebrows? Was the new T-shirt I’d discreetly bought from the female juniors’ rack that obvious? (Hey, it was too cute to pass up!) Or maybe it meant nothing, just simple stares.

I swallowed a lump in my throat when my eyes landed on the smirks of the only boys I’d run from every time I saw them. They were Rob McKenna (the blond) and Jordon Dyson (the redhead), friends of the widely popular Kail Chase. All of them were sophomores who managed to be more relevant than many seniors. I didn’t know why Kail was friends with them. They were the kind I knew never to mess with. The kind who’d called me all sorts of names like Derry Dingleberry or Dingle Derry, which had led me to loathe Dad’s last name, Derry. Mom’s maiden name, Pico, had led to the eye-rolling Pico de Gallo with perverted food jokes attached to it, making me regret telling people in the first place. So, just Jayden, it was. (And even that name was apparently on a list of worst popular baby names at one point, because of course it was.)

A banner hanging from the ceiling read, WELCOME BACK, along with the logo of the school’s dolphin mascot on either side, even though there weren’t any dolphins in Lake Huron. I studied it with as much of a smile as I could manage until I was knocked down with flailing arms, landing backward like a turtle on its hard shell.

Laughter from a few students nearby erupted and echoed into my ears.

I got up quickly, my heart racing. I probably had a red face from the tingling sensation on my cheeks. It didn’t help that Rob and Jordon wasted no time surrounding me with the kind of clean-cut masculine style I’d attempted several times, except they wore it better and more naturally. Even though I dressed like a typical boy, I sometimes wore T-shirts, socks, and accessories made for girls because they could be so cute.

Ugh, here they were, still surrounding me. What did they want?

Rob sported the umpteenth smirk, seemingly aware of the few faculty members here the more he looked around his shoulders. “Guess I have to be more careful and not be so clumsy next time. But if I ever knock you down again, even with my fists or foot, blame it on my clumsiness.”

Rob and Jordon snickered and swaggered into the crowd, and I was safe for the time being. They didn’t always bully me, but they still did it pretty often.

I maneuvered through the small crowd as quickly as I could in search of the nearest bathroom. If only the actual school experience were as pristine as the school bathrooms. The instant I entered the small and echoey space, the sudden solitude sent me a wave of relief.

I stood in front of the mirror above one of the two sinks, my glistening eyes staring back at me. Tears could easily threaten to mess with my blue eye contacts, making them more trouble than they were worth to mask my dark eyes. Back to school in a broken state, a broken status, and a broken future. Broken, broken, broken, and the fix was nowhere in sight. It took just seconds for a burst of echoey tears to hit me, but not enough time to cut it out when one of the two stall doors from behind opened without warning. Okay, the floor could open up and swallow me whole right about now.

I wiped my cheeks and slapped on my most casual face, my still-wet eyes barely glancing at the very tall, brown-haired boy. I didn’t want to rub my eye contacts, though. Been there, done that, and never again.

He patted my shoulder gentler than most guys would. “Jayden, God bless you. I know the feeling, actually.” His clear voice was deep, unlike my higher-pitched one laced with pure gayness. It was why I rarely talked in school after being mocked for it. I wished I could speak more, but why bother?

I managed to shift my eyes to him with more focus. I raised the corners of my mouth, my cheeks threatening to flush. Oh…Oliver Belasco? Had he actually just spoken to me, someone besides a teacher speaking to me? I’d thought I’d have been too much of a sinner for him to associate with, given his fanatical Christian background and cultish parents that everyone knew about. He’d been the quiet and reserved type because of that, and he and I had never said a word to each other for probably similar reasons. Had he been bullied too? It hadn’t seemed like it, but I also hadn’t paid much attention to him. God, I hoped he wasn’t here to try to convert me. So many Christians gave the religion a bad name with their bigotry, and the cherry-picking hypocrisy was the worst. Plus, I'd never grown up in a religious household, so I couldn't relate. Still, there was no reason to be rude.

I sniffled. “You do?” My voice was small. I also felt so short in comparison, even though I was of average height.

“I do, yes.” Oliver wasn’t feminine at all, so I wasn’t sure how he could relate. Though, he was nerdy in a stereotypical sort of way: thick glasses, combed hair, and dorkily dressed. He was as skinny as I was, except taller and lankier. Or maybe it was the fact that he was religious since most of the students weren’t. Who knew?

“You’re a freshman, right?” Oliver at least didn’t smirk; he had a genuine look of sympathy.

I nodded with some reluctance. He was from the other group, since each grade was divided in two small groups, so it was another reason we’d never talked before.

“I’m sorry, that was probably a silly question. Of course, you are, since we’re in the same grade. We’re just in different groups.” Oliver sighed. “Sadly, the torture will continue until we graduate because life happens to be brutal for people like us.”

That whoosh feeling from relating to someone. It was nice. And a conversation with someone who didn’t care about statuses? Major plus. Granted, we didn’t entirely relate, but being outcasted was definitely something we both understood.

“Bullies seem to be more careful now with how they mess with people since there’s a strong anti-bullying policy here. There’s always a workaround that lets them get away with it.”

I gave him another reluctant nod, and Oliver sounded more like a counselor at this point.

“You probably know my name, but just in case you don’t, I’m Ollie. It’s nice to personally meet you after all this time.”

Oh. He preferred Ollie instead of Oliver. I made a mental note to start calling him by his nickname. “Nice to meet you too.” I cleared my throat. My first words at school so far, and the last word just had to have a bit of a squeak to it, enough to cause my smile to tighten with reduced eye contact and probably red cheeks. But if he wasn't the type to mock my voice, maybe speaking wouldn't be so bad. I had to admit that it was easier to speak whenever I trusted I wouldn't be made fun of for it. It'd be nice to talk more for once.

“So. Would you like to sit with me and my friends at lunch today? We usually meet in the cafeteria first and then hang out in the library right after that. What do you say?”

I paused, surprised by the offer, and even more surprised that Ollie had friends and I didn’t. I’d been convinced I’d be alone for all four years of high school, since hardly anyone talked to me, and it didn’t seem like that would happen.

“If not, it’s not a real biggie. I’ll understand.” The way he spoke was unusual. I couldn't pinpoint why, but some phrases seemed a bit odd. Had he been sheltered that much, or was that just how he was?

Still, anything to get away from the loneliness, and I’d be stupid to reject the offer. I finally nodded. “Sure, okay, yeah.”

Ollie formed a wide smile that shocked me because he never smiled, at least not like that. What a set of teeth on him too. He really took care of his hygiene. “Jayden, you just made my day in ways you’ll never understand.”

I had to admit I was touched by that. No one had ever expressed such a strong desire to want to be around me, and it lifted my heart to experience his interest in me. I didn’t say anything, and I had to fight hard to stop myself from blushing.

“You don’t talk much, do you? I guess you’re just like me in some ways.”

My eyes were still unable to meet his for longer than a second. It didn’t matter, though. The fact that someone initiated a conversation with me under no obligation, someone who overlooked the way I was in the dark depths of the social world—and with no phoniness—made me wonder if high school could actually sort of be okay.




• • •




The Bond




It was lunch period, and before going to the school cafeteria, I stopped at the library to check out a literary novel I needed for English so that I wouldn’t have to buy a copy. More of the nautically-colored scheme surrounded me. Rows of books lined up before my eyes, more than I’d remembered, and the ones containing subjects not suitable for the younger grades were in their own section. Several students of varying ages occupied the computer lab farther down in its own room, probably with restricted internet access. I’d already seen the library before, but it’d been a long while since the last time because I usually went to the public library. I had to admit I felt safer at the library than anywhere else at school.

I found the book and hurried to the short waiting line for the front desk. After the two students ahead of me left, it was my turn to check the book out. The middle-aged librarian did her thing, but she didn’t seem all too pleased with my existence from what I could sense. She gave off an unfriendly vibe, and I couldn’t figure out what her problem was. I’d seen her interact with the others and how chipper she’d been with them.

I slipped the book inside my backpack and walked away, and the librarian hadn’t said a single word to me the entire time. Ugh, whatever. I headed down the hallway and into the cafeteria, and after looking for a moment, Ollie waved at me from a table in the center, along with two girls and a boy. I had to admit that Ollie had a really nice smile now that I was able to see one on his face, and nice teeth too. I reached the table in the center, and his friends sat there with books captivating their attention. I wasn’t much of a reader, but I still tried to read on occasion whenever nothing good was on TV, mostly boyxboy fanfics of the shows and movies I watched.

The one who captured my attention the most was an overweight girl with dark curls and a tall and broad stature. Because within seconds, her brown eyes lit up brighter than the already-blinding yellow and hot pink that dominated her outfit. (And she lived brightly ever after.)

“Ooh, new friend? Maybe?” Her soft voice was full of unnecessary enthusiasm. Happy much?

Ollie nodded. “He is, yes. You might have seen him before. This is Jayden. He’s a freshman too.” His announcement of our new friendship surprised me because I hadn’t known we were friends until now. I accepted it, though. It was better than being friendless.

“Oh, yeah, I’ve seen you before, but you never say ‘hi’ or even look at anyone.” She smirked. She was right about that. I had my reasons: a bit of shyness here, a bit of social trauma there.

The more I looked at her and the other two, the more I finally remembered seeing them. We hadn’t had any classes together, so they must’ve been from the other group. The other two, however, didn’t seem all that friendly in comparison.

“So, are you joining our bond to become a member?” she asked in a hopeful tone.

I tried to mask the confusion with a smile. It was suddenly starting to get a little easier for me to speak now that I no longer felt judged. “Member? Like…a club?”

“Yep!”

“We’re proud members of the DORK bond,” the other girl said in a reserved tone. She was a freckled brunette with a double French braid that looked long, and given that she wore a modest top and an ankle-length skirt to top it off, she looked like a fanatical Christian. I vaguely remembered her but had never really paid attention to the religious students. She was in the sixth grade, if I wasn’t mistaken, so we’d never shared any classes. “Just so you know, we don’t let just anyone in.”

I arched my eyebrows. “Oh…” Um, okay? Whatever. They could keep their bond for all I cared.

Ollie smiled. “It stands for Determined Optimists Reciprocating Kindness, and what she means is that we have rules. As long as you follow those rules, you’re fine.”

The other boy looked Asian and quite young, and he was dressed in all black. He was quiet, that was for sure. He didn’t really seem friendly or unfriendly, more like he was just here. I didn’t recognize him, so he must’ve not been on the island for that long.

Well, that settled it. I was officially not the only outcast. Wave after wave of relief came to me in a huge whoosh.

“Jayden, take a seat,” Ollie said. “What’s your last name, by the way?”

Didn’t he know that? I chose the only empty chair, next to Bright Girl. It took me a few seconds to respond, and I chose the lesser of two evils with a very tight smile, even though my school records listed me as Jayden Derry. I wished I wasn’t legally recognized with that name because I wanted nothing to do with Dad. “Pico. It’s Spanish.” My cheeks flushed at my admission.

Bright Girl flashed a grin. “Oh, mine is Spanish too! Spanish names are not common around here at all. I’m Sasha Serrano. We like to be a bit formal with our potential new members for that official vibe, you know?” Ugh, very enthusiastic in a cringy sort of way.

Ollie gave me a nod. “Mine is Spanish too. Belasco. But you probably already knew that. By the way, even though we’re being formal, you don’t have to call me Oliver, actually. You can just call me Ollie, as I stated earlier.”

I nodded without a word, just a polite smile. The more I heard his voice, the more I wished I had that luck instead of being stuck with a squeaky toy for a voice. Okay, maybe it wasn't that high, but still.

“I’m Gracie Adkins,” the freckled brunette said, not that I cared with an attitude like hers.

“Jasper Chin,” the Asian boy muttered, barely looking at anyone. So, he spoke, after all. Did he even want to be here? He was emotionally detached and lost in his own world.

“Jasper’s new,” Ollie said. “He moved here from San Francisco earlier this year. He’s in middle school with Gracie.”

“Seventh grade,” Jasper added.

I gradually eyed each of them, my mood strengthening a bit within seconds. I had to admit, it was kind of nice to finally socialize.

Sasha couldn’t stop smiling. “Want to join the DORK bond as the fifth member? Please say yes.”

I pursed my lips with a shrug. “What’s it all about, anyway?” There was that crack again, often on the last word. I needed to work on that.

“It’s so awesome! Like, we have weekly get-togethers where we study, tutor each other, plan fund-raising activities, and we even chip in for a pizza party the last Friday of every month where we play board games, hang out, eat pizza, of course”—she wobbled her head with playfully rolled eyes—“duh, and things of that nature.”

Gracie gave me a reserved smile, the kind where one mouth corner was higher than the other as if not really wanting to smile. “We keep in touch and help each other out, not just academically but emotionally as well. Like I said, it’s not for just anyone. We take the meaning of the bond name seriously.” God, what was her problem? Ironic, because she wasn't kind at all.

“We’d really be happy if you joined our bond!” Sasha said. “We’ll be so animated if you accept.” Animated? What did she mean? Still, as overly cheery as she was, I’d take that over the unwelcome tone the other girl had.

“But, of course, there’s no pressure to join,” Ollie added. “If you don’t want to, it’s not a real biggie.” He was so nice and friendly, and he knew how to make me smile on the inside. I liked him as a person more than I’d thought, given his religious upbringing.

“I hope you do, though!” Sasha said. “Also, I don’t know if you’ve heard of the different bonds at school. There’s a few others!”

“There’s an actual list on the school website in case you’re the forgetful type,” Gracie said, still reserved in an eye-rolling way.

“They’re basically clubs,” Ollie said matter-of-factly. “They’re designed to get students to socialize and bond together. Well, they’re just for the middle school and high school students since the younger kids have their own activities.”

Sasha’s face lit once more. “Yeah, there’s the GEEK bond, which stands for Gifted Enthusiasts Embracing Keenness, and the NERD bond, which stands for Naturals Emulating Remarkable Dictators.”

“They can be a bit pretentious,” Ollie said with a weak smile. “I’m just warning you, not bashing them at all.”

I glanced at Gracie and wondered why she wasn’t in that bond with an attitude like hers, especially with how she continued to look at me like I didn’t belong here. Jasper, on the other hand, was still not here in spirit, looking more like he’d been obligated to join.
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