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  For my queer family—past, present, and future.


  We were born to make history.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 1


  



  I stood on the docks, looking out at the ship that would take me away from everything I’d ever known. Next to me was the bag I’d been allowed to pack. I’d filled it with books and paper instead of clothes because I hated almost everything in my closet. I was wearing my favorite pair of pants, the denim worn thin in places.


  I didn’t have a choice—well, no, technically I did. The alternative was to be sent to the camp, but for me that was no choice at all. Rachel had decided to go there after we were caught kissing. The counselors there would “fix” her, make her normal so she liked boys and would marry some guy and pop out babies.


  The thought of that filled me with terror, so I’d chosen exile to the islands.


  My parents stood next to me, crying. Men weren’t supposed to cry, but they would never see me again. It was like I was dying, and death was something it was okay for men to cry about. My dad hugged me awkwardly; then my mom squeezed me tight.


  “This is for the best,” she said. I wondered if she was trying to convince herself. “You’ll be happier there, with… with your own kind.”


  Gay people. Lesbians specifically. There were two big islands out there, one for the gay men and one for the lesbians. Long ago, the exile was started as a humane way to deal with unnatural people. Some had argued for execution, or jail, or for the camp as the only solution. The islands meant no one had to be killed and people like me wouldn’t be around to corrupt the good, honest Christians.


  If being Christian meant following all their rules and being a miserable shell of a person, then I would rather go to Hell. My parents had begged me to bring a Bible with me in the hopes that I’d repent my sinful nature and turn to Christ. I could never come back to the mainland, but they thought that while I was alive there was hope. I hated my parents and loved them in equal measure. They meant well, but they’d never understood me and had tried to make me conform, make me into a proper lady. With every fiber of my being, I didn’t want to be a lady. I hated dresses and long hair and wore pants as often as I could. At school, girls had to wear dresses or skirts, and I hated every second of it. The only thing worse was dressing up for church. Looking into the mirror on those days was like looking at an alien.


  When I got home from school or church, I’d strip off the clothes as fast as I could. I wished I could strip off my skin as easily, shed this prison I was trapped in.


  For as long as I could remember, I’d wanted to be a boy. I was sure God had made some mistake, put my soul into the wrong body. But my parents and the church insisted that God didn’t make mistakes, that I was wrong. But if God made me this way, why? Was he cruel? Jesus was supposed to love me but only if I followed all the rules. If not, I’d get sent to Hell and suffer for all eternity. What kind of love was that?


  So I decided God was cruel and not worth worshipping. That made me a prideful, doomed sinner, but I didn’t care.


  Especially not today.


  “I’ll miss you so much.” Mom hugged me again.


  I was bitter and scared and wanted to lash out, but this was the last time I’d ever see her, so I hugged her back. “Me too.”


  Two men in black uniforms approached. “It’s time to go, ma’am.”


  “Are you sure you won’t change your mind?” Dad asked. “You could go to the camp—”


  “No.” The people there would take away everything that made me me. I’d become an obedient puppet, a good girl who prayed and loved Jesus. I hated Rachel for choosing that. It was like betraying me, betraying herself. She believed what we’d done was wrong, and that meant she thought I was wrong.


  Just like my parents did.


  “Maybe you’ll see Abby,” my mom said. “Let her know her parents still love her and they pray for her every day.”


  My cousin Abby had chosen to go to the island a year ago. My family didn’t talk about it much, and when we got together for holidays or other occasions, her parents had this drawn, haunted look about them. Like they were ghosts. I’d admired her bravery and had debated following in her footsteps. But it’s not easy to leave your whole life behind, even when you’re miserable.


  And here I was anyway. I think some part of me knew I’d always end up here. I was too willful to bow to their rules. I’d always gotten in trouble for being too loud, too quiet, too much of a bookworm, too willing to share my opinions. Wrong. I was always wrong.


  Maybe on the island I’d finally be right.


  I gave my parents yet another hug and lifted my bag with a grunt. It was too heavy with all the books, but I had to carry it myself. My parents weren’t allowed on the dock or the ship, and the guards weren’t going to help me, only make sure I got on.


  Several feet away, a small crowd had gathered to watch me go. Some family, a few friends. Gawkers and parents who’d brought their children as a lesson—don’t be gay, or you’ll be exiled too.


  Lugging my suitcase, I followed the guards down the dock and onto the gangplank. We lived inland, the trip here taking a full day. I’d been to the ocean a few times on vacation, only once on a boat. Now I was getting on a huge ship, and we’d go out over that vast water until the land disappeared. Until everything disappeared.


  I wasn’t going to cry. I wouldn’t give everyone the satisfaction. Swallowing hard, I stepped onto the deck. I held my hand up as the ship pulled away and my parents grew smaller and smaller; then I turned to face the horizon.
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  It took two days to reach Lesbian Island. I got sick the first night. Nerves or seasickness or some combination of the two. I huddled in my bunk, curled around myself, hating God and everyone. The next day, I was physically better but still miserable mentally. I wandered the deck and leaned over the rail to stare out at the sea and sky.


  The crew hoisted a bright Rainbow flag, and curiosity got the better of me. “What’s that for?”


  “So they know we’re bringing someone to them and won’t attack us.”


  “Attack?” I’d heard a few rumors but thought they were just to scare people.


  “They’ve built ships. They don’t come to the mainland, but they attack supply ships and fishing ships unless they fly the Rainbow flag.”


  There were other islands that belonged to the Christian Republic, though none as far out as the two homosexual-controlled islands.


  “Then why wouldn’t you fly that flag all the time?”


  He looked at me like I’d grown another head. “It’s their flag.”


  I’d heard that too, the blasphemy of using God’s promise to Noah as their own symbol, but somehow it had stuck. God had told Noah that he’d never destroy the world again after the Flood. Maybe this was the gays’ way of saying… what? That people like me would be safe?


  I looked up at the flag snapping in the wind and took a deep breath. Even if the island was a sad place where I’d have to struggle to survive, at least I could be myself. The wind felt strange blowing through my hair. I’d chopped it all off the night before I left, because why not? It wasn’t as if I was going to get in more trouble.


  Late in the afternoon, a little smudge appeared on the horizon, and the sailor in the crow’s nest called out that he’d sighted land. My heart pounded.


  “That’s Gay Island,” the sailor closest to me said. “Lesbian Island is just beyond that.”


  As we got closer, I could make out a vast stretch of green vegetation and white sand beaches. In the distance, a huge mountain rose over the island. The water was a clear, bright blue echoing the sky above. It didn’t look like a miserable place. As we passed, I thought I could make out a dock and tiny waving figures.


  Then we crossed a bay, the water glittering in the afternoon sun. The crew tensed when they spotted another ship, even bigger than the one we were on and flying a huge Rainbow flag. Was that another ship from the Christian Republic? Or did that ship belong to the homosexuals? I squinted, but our own ship turned away and the big ship didn’t follow.


  Another island came into view.


  “That’s where you’re going.” The sailor pointed.


  My new home looked as green and bright as the first island. Docks stretched out from the beach, with a few small boats tied to them.


  The captain tromped onto the deck. “Get your bag.”


  I hurried down to my small cabin, shoving the few things I’d unpacked back into my bag and lugging it up the narrow stairs.


  The captain pointed to a dinghy hanging over the side of the ship. “Get in. You’ll have to row yourself.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 2


  



  I swallowed. I didn’t know if I could do that. The waves didn’t seem too bad, but I’d only rowed small boats on calm lakes, and even then it had only been a few times. Climbing into the boat was perilous, and my heart pounded as I almost slipped. Finally I was seated and they lowered me down to the lapping waves.


  Apparently, they wouldn’t get any closer to the island than this, as if it would somehow contaminate them. At the end of the dinghy a long, long rope was tied from it to the ship so they could pull it back. After a clumsy start, I managed something of a rhythm, trying not to think of how deep the water under me was. I kept glancing back at the island to make sure I was still on course. A small crowd was gathering, some of them waving.


  Then I saw a boat coming toward me, not much bigger than the dinghy I was on.


  “Hello there!” one of the people in the boat shouted. “We’re coming to get you.”


  I sighed in relief. The tide was against me, and I’d never been very athletic. As much as I wanted to act like a boy, I wasn’t very masculine when it came to sports or roughhousing.


  They tied my boat to theirs and reached over to first take my bag and then help me across. I wobbled as the waves rocked both boats and had another heart-stopping moment when I almost fell into the waves. I could swim, but the deep water of the ocean made me nervous.


  “We’ve got you,” the woman holding my arms said. She had short hair, slightly styled, and when I’d glimpsed her coming, I’d thought she was a man for a moment. But up close the shape of her face was feminine and her voice definitely was. Her smile was warm and kind, and so were the smiles of the other two women in the boat. The woman rowing was broad with large muscles. I couldn’t help thinking about all the terrible things I’d heard about “mannish” women. I didn’t feel disgusted like I guess I was supposed to. I felt like I was finally around people like me. Women who acted like men. Or maybe they wanted to be men, like I did.


  They settled me onto a seat facing the island and untied the dinghy. Then the women started rowing me toward the island. More people had gathered on the docks and the beach, as many people as there’d been when I left the Christian Republic. I remembered all the judging faces watching me leave, probably thinking I was unnatural and a sinner and I deserved to suffer, and compared it to what I saw as we drew closer. The women smiled and waved. Welcoming me. My throat tightened, and I struggled against tears.


  Something must have shown, because the short-haired woman patted my shoulder. “It’s fine. You’re safe now. You’re home.”


  Home.


  It was low tide and the docks were too high, so they rowed the boat right onto the sand. A small crowd rushed forward to help me out, one of them taking my bag.


  An old black woman with her long silver hair in braids stepped forward. “Welcome to Lesbian Island. We call it Sapphos. What’s your name?”


  I stammered out my name. It felt wrong. It had always felt wrong, but never more than now, like it belonged to another person.


  “I’m Sylvia Benson. I’m the matriarch here. The leader.” She offered her hand.


  “Oh.” I shook it. A black woman in charge of this whole island? Things were more different here than I’d thought. And the leader of Lesbian Island herself had come to greet me. I supposed that made sense. People coming to the island must be a special event since that was the only way they could…


  I looked at the crowd around me. “There are kids here.” Much younger than what any of the senators would send to the islands. According to law, no one younger than thirteen could be sent, as children younger than that couldn’t possibly know their sexuality. Even then, other steps were taken before a teenager was forced to choose between exile and the camp. I was sixteen, old enough to know what I was doing and so unrepentant when I was caught kissing a girl that the pastor decided I had to choose. I’d always been trouble, and I think the pastor was relieved that he finally had a reason to get rid of me.


  “How are there kids?” Small children, toddlers, even babies cradled in women’s arms. “There aren’t any men… right?” All the homosexual men went to Gay Island.


  The matriarch smiled. “I know you’ve heard things about what life is like here, but much of that is wrong. Why don’t you come with me, and I’ll answer all your questions. Feather will take your bag to your cabin.”


  “Feather?”


  “We choose our own names here.”


  Of course. That made sense. The possibility vibrated through me, a giddy feeling. “I can choose my name.” No more girl name. I could have a boy name like I’d always wanted. Mike, John, Thomas…


  “Yes.” She smiled as she led me up the beach. “Take your time and let us know what you’d like to be called. And if you change your name later, that’s fine. Some people change names five or six times.”


  “Did you change your name?”


  “My last name, yes. But I kept my first name. I liked it.”


  It was warm and humid, and most of the people didn’t wear much clothing. I was sweating in my two shirts and long pants, but I didn’t want to take them off. Some of the women wore shockingly little, practically nothing more than a bra and underwear. Others wore big flowing dresses or a shirt and pants like me. What I’d been taught to think of as decent warred with the rebel part of me. Thinking that women should wear modest clothing, that they needed to have properly long hair, to wear makeup but not too much—that was the church talking. I’d gotten away with not wearing makeup by claiming I wanted to be natural. Other girls made fun of me, but after a while, I didn’t care. They made fun of me for lots of things, what was one more?


  Tufts of grass poked through the sand, and just ahead was the cool darkness of a forest. Or jungle I guess you’d call it on a tropical island like this.


  “What about the kids?” I asked Sylvia.


  “Well, first of all, there are ways to get pregnant without having sex.”


  I stopped. “Do you mean immaculate conception?”


  She chuckled. “Oh, no. Sorry. I always forget how that sounds. I mean, we can collect sperm and impregnate ourselves if we choose to, and we communicate regularly with Alexandros, what you know as Gay Island.”


  I’d been taught that sex was wrong and bad outside marriage, and if you did have sex outside marriage, you’d get pregnant and be shamed for the rest of your life. Since I wasn’t interested in marriage or sex with boys, none of that bothered me.


  She waved a hand. “We’ll give you a sex-education class. I know they don’t teach you much in the Christian Republic.”


  I was both grossed out and curious at the idea of learning more about sex.


  “Anyway, back to the children. We do have some men that choose to live on our island.”


  “Men?”


  “Yes, I know. They told you this whole island is full of lesbian women, but as I said, we communicate regularly with Alexandros. A few women live over there as well. And I’m guessing you’ve never heard of bisexuals or pansexuals?”


  I shook my head.


  We were now under the trees, heading down a broad, well-worn path. “Well, there are men who love men, and women who love women. There are also people who love both. There are more than two genders, but we’ll explain that later.”


  I’d known things would be different here, but I hadn’t really understood just how different. And I’d only been here a few minutes.


  “I know. It’s a lot to take in. If you need time to be alone and process, or if you’d like to talk to a counselor, just let us know. We want your transition here to be as gentle as possible.”


  We came around a bend in the path, and the trees opened up. Ahead of us was a town much larger than I’d been expecting, full of houses and buildings of various sizes. Paved roads, street signs, and was that a car up ahead?


  As I stared, Sylvia said, “This is New Hope, the capital of Sapphos. I know what they told you back in the old country, but no, we don’t live in tiny huts. Not unless you want to.”


  Between the crowd and this, I was starting to get a sense of how many people lived on this island. The group that had greeted me on the beach was following us, keeping several feet back, probably to allow the matriarch and I to have a private conversation. Other people walked along the streets, going about their day.


  The matriarch pointed out a few buildings as we passed—a large building that housed a communal kitchen, a tailor where I could get clothes, buildings that had furniture or tools or various other things. Everywhere, people smiled and waved at us, calling out cheerful greetings. I felt like the two of us were a very tiny parade.


  On the next street, we passed a church.


  “A church?” I stared at the large cross set in front of the building. “So… some people have repented?” That would also explain the children. If some people were cured of their homosexuality, then they could get married and have children.


  The matriarch made a face. “No, those people… live somewhere else. But some of us are Christians that believe Jesus loves us just as we are.”


  “But… homosexuality is a sin. You can’t be Christian and gay.”


  “Feel free to talk to one of the pastors. They’d be able to explain better than I can. I’m not a Christian myself.”


  Some part of me desperately wanted to believe in a Jesus, in a God, who would love me just the way I was. That I wasn’t wrong or a sinner, that I wasn’t doomed to Hell because of my nature. Another part of me felt… betrayed? That I’d finally found the strength to turn my back on God and I might have gone through all that angst for nothing. That I couldn’t escape Christianity even on an island full of unrepentant sinners.


  A few minutes later, we came to a large house near the center of town. “Here we are,” the matriarch said. “This is where my wife and I live.”


  “Wife?” She couldn’t even get through one sentence without blowing my mind.


  “Yes, some people choose to get married. Ours wasn’t a church ceremony, but we liked the idea of making a commitment to each other, of declaring it in front of the community. We’ve been married for thirty years.”


  “How long have you been on this island?”


  “Over forty years,” she said as she pushed open the door.


  I met her wife, thinner and slightly taller than the matriarch, and she had white skin. Interracial on top of everything else. Interracial couples were tolerated in most of the big cities, but some congregations wouldn’t allow them, and it was even illegal in a few districts.


  I followed them through the house in a daze. I’d never imagined I’d want to get married, because marriage meant being with a man. If I could marry a woman…


  They settled me in a comfortable chair in their living room and handed me a cup of tea. The house had lots of paintings and other kinds of art, and bouquets of flowers made the rooms bright and sweet with their scent. I had a million questions but just stared at them like an idiot, not even sure where to start.


  “For your first week here, we want you to relax. We know you’ve been through a lot, and a change like this is hard. Talk to people, explore the island, do whatever you’d like. We’ll assign you a guide to show you around and help answer your questions. You need to stay with her if you explore outside the town, just for safety, but you can ask her to leave you alone if you’re within the town itself. Everyone has different needs.”


  I asked more questions while I sipped my tea, about what people did for money, what kind of jobs there were, how we got food.


  They explained things patiently, and I nodded, even though I was only half listening. There was so much to absorb, and it was finally, truly sinking in that this was all real. That I would never see my family again, that I’d live on this island for the rest of my life. That everything here was different.


  Outside, it was growing dark, and they turned on lamps. Another shock. This village had electricity. The matriarch and her wife asked me to stay for dinner, so I followed them to the dining room. It was twice as large as the one at my house, with a huge table. That made sense for the leader of the island. She was like a mayor, or even a governor, and probably hosted parties. Or did politicians do things differently here? How was she elected? Did they even have elections?


  I rubbed at my temples, feeling the beginning of a headache. Several other people joined us for the meal, other leaders of the island. One of the church pastors, a small woman in charge of the hunters, the head of the farmers’ association, a few craftswomen, the principal of the school. So many names I knew I wouldn’t remember tomorrow. They all assured me I’d love it here, that I could be myself, that I’d be loved and have a purpose.


  I should have been thrilled, but after an hour, I was just tired. So tired. A girl about my age appeared and led me through the streets to a dormitory.


  “All the new arrivals stay here while they settle in. You’ll meet the other girls in the morning,” my guide said as she led me upstairs. “This is your room.”


  It was small but not cramped. My bag was in the corner next to a chair. There was a wardrobe, a small dressing table, a nightstand, and a bed. The mattress looked soft and inviting, the window open to let in the cool night air.


  “I’ll be right next door if you need anything. Let me show you to the bathroom.” My guide led me down the hall and switched on the bathroom light. “There’s one on each end of the hall. The bathtub is through there.” She gestured at the open door past the sink. “Linen closet is right here, for towels and washcloths.” She pointed to a narrow door next to the bathroom. “Go ahead and wash up. Let me know if you need anything.”


  I realized I’d forgotten her name. I’d have to ask in the morning.


  I drew a bath, pouring in some bubbles that were left next to the side of the tub. Warm water, electricity. Some of the towns back ho— in the Christian Republic didn’t even have electricity yet.


  I couldn’t help but wonder what other surprises were in store for me.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  CHAPTER 3


  

  The next morning I woke late to a large breakfast of a variety of foods—fruit, bacon, oatmeal, buttered toast, coffee, milk, and eggs. This was far from the miserable, struggling life I’d been told it would be.


  Halfway through the meal, I found the courage to ask my guide’s name. Lydia was a year older than me, her shoulder-length blond hair tied up in a ponytail. She wore shorts and a sleeveless shirt, and if she had been wearing a skirt instead, she’d look like a typical girl back home—in the Christian Republic I mean.


  Lydia was pretty and seemed kind, but I didn’t feel a spark with her the way I had with my girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend I guess, though I wasn’t even sure I could call Rachel a girlfriend to begin with. We’d held hands and kissed in secret and touched each other a little bit.


  And then we’d been caught, and she’d chosen the camp. She was probably there by now. Was she suffering? Did she really think they could turn her heterosexual? Would she ever be happy?


  Would I?


  “If you need time alone, just let me know,” Lydia said. “Although if you leave New Hope, I have to come with you.”


  “I know.” I remembered that from last night.


  I looked down at my plate. “When did you get sent to the island?”


  “A little over a year ago.” She smiled and leaned closer. “You can be happy here if you let yourself be. It’s so different from the old country. You can be yourself without shame.”


  Hearing those words made me want it so bad my chest ached. Even though people called me stubborn and prideful and unladylike, I’d always held myself back. Always second-guessed things I said or did or wanted. What people saw was nothing more than a shadow.


  I thought of my cousin, who would have arrived on the island about the same time as my guide. I hadn’t seen her yesterday. “My cousin came here about a year ago too. I want to see her.”


  “Oh, sure. What’s her name?”


  “Abby Hutchins.”


  “Hmm. I think she went to live with the aces.”


  “The what?” Was that a family? A different town?


  “Tell you what, when you’re done eating, why don’t we go down to the library and find out.”


  I perked up. “Library?”


  The large building was on the other side of the town, which was why I hadn’t seen it yesterday. No matter how dazed and tired I was, I would’ve remembered a library. The smell of books hit me as soon as I stepped in the door, and my heart felt lighter. If anything could make me feel the way a church was supposed to, it was a library.


  I ran up to the closest shelf and pulled out a book. Hardback with a bit of wearing around the edges
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