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Invisible Wounds

A Young Adult Novel About Bullying, Courage, and the Kindness That Changes Everything

By David Kinloch
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Dedication
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For every student who has ever walked through a hallway feeling invisible, and for every person who chose kindness when silence would have been easier.
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Author’s Note
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This novel deals with bullying, cyberbullying, isolation, anxiety, and the emotional harm words can cause. It is written with hope at its center. If you recognize parts of yourself in Alex, Maya, or any of the students in this story, please remember: you deserve support, safety, and help from trusted adults.
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Part One: The Things No One Saw
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Chapter One: The Hallway
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Alex Mercer knew exactly which tiles in the hallway squeaked. He knew which locker doors stuck, which teachers looked up when the bell rang, and which corners were safest when the crowd rushed between classes. At fourteen, he had become an expert at being unnoticed.

He walked with his backpack pulled high on both shoulders, eyes fixed on the floor, pretending the world was only the small square of linoleum in front of his shoes. If he looked up, someone might notice him. If someone noticed him, the day could turn sharp.

“Careful,” a voice called from behind him. “The ghost is walking again.”

A few people laughed. Not everyone. That was almost worse. The ones who laughed made the noise. The ones who stayed quiet made the space for it.

Alex did not turn around. He had learned that turning around gave them a face to aim at.

By the time he reached homeroom, his phone had already buzzed three times. He did not need to check it. He knew what it would be: another group chat screenshot, another edited photo, another joke with his name attached to it like a warning label. The screen in his pocket felt hot, as if it were burning through denim.

Mrs. Nolan smiled from the front of the room. “Good morning, everyone. Let’s start with attendance.”

Alex slid into his seat and folded himself small. Ordinary students worried about tests, lunch tables, and whether their hair looked strange under fluorescent lights. Alex worried about all of those things too. He also worried about breathing too loudly.

Behind him, someone coughed Alex’s name in the fake way people did when they wanted the teacher not to notice. The sound was tiny, almost nothing, but it traveled across the room and found him anyway. Alex pressed his thumb into the spiral of his notebook until the wire left a red half-moon in his skin. He wondered how a person could be surrounded by twenty-eight classmates and still feel like he was sitting at the bottom of a well.

When Mrs. Nolan called his name, Alex raised his hand just high enough to count. “Here,” he said, though the word came out thin. He was here. He was always here. That was the part no one seemed to understand. He was present for every whisper, every laugh, every notification that made his stomach drop. The school recorded him as attending, but some days it felt like he was slowly disappearing in plain sight.
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Chapter Two: Maya Arrives
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The new girl arrived on a Tuesday, which seemed unfair to everyone because Tuesdays were already awkward enough. She stood in the doorway with a green backpack, dark curls tucked behind one ear, and a look that said she was taking notes on everything.

“Class,” Mrs. Nolan said, “this is Maya Reyes. She’s joining us from Westbrook Middle. Please make her feel welcome.”

Maya scanned the room. Her eyes moved over the whispering tables, the posters about respect, the students who stared and then looked away. Then her gaze landed on Alex.

He was not doing anything strange. He was just sitting still. Too still. Maya recognized that kind of stillness. It was the kind people learned when sudden movement invited attention.

At lunch, Maya carried her tray past three crowded tables and stopped at the small one near the recycling bins. Alex looked up as her shadow crossed his notebook.

“Is anyone sitting here?” she asked.

Alex almost said no. Then he realized no could mean no, no one is sitting there, or no, please don’t sit there, because if you do, they might notice you too.

“It’s free,” he said.

Maya sat down like it was the most normal thing in the world. For the first time that day, Alex did not feel completely alone.

They ate in silence for a while, but it was not the same kind of silence Alex was used to. This silence did not press on him or dare him to speak. Maya opened a small container of grapes and offered him one without making a big deal of it. Alex shook his head at first, then took one because refusing kindness felt stranger than accepting it.

Across the cafeteria, Tyler’s table erupted in laughter. Alex’s shoulders tightened automatically. Maya noticed, but she did not look over right away. Instead, she said, “At my old school, I learned that cafeterias have weather. Some tables are sunny. Some are storms. Some pretend to be sunny while they throw lightning.” Alex almost smiled. It was small and quick, but Maya saw it, and she decided not to point it out.
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