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Part One

October


Lon
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Death is not the greatest loss in life.

The greatest loss is what dies inside us while we live

Norman Cousins
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One


[image: ]


My first day in an all-American high school ended in death. I drowned, because two members of the swim team pushed me into the school’s pool by surprise.

Two more kids waited for me at the bottom of the pool. They pulled me into the deep by my legs and kept me there for a few seconds with their firm grip.

It was supposed to be an innocent prank. I was fully dressed when they threw me in, unaware of their hazing plans for me. A classic initiation, organized by my new team mates after I had made it into the school’s famous team.

I was never really in true danger. There was no strong current dragging me with it. I was a pretty good swimmer too. Water had been my natural habitat for as long as I could remember. There was no question in their minds that I would be perfectly fine.

I didn’t save myself. My mind completely short-circuited when I slammed into the water. When they let go of my legs, I had literally forgotten what to do to reach the surface.

The pranksters couldn’t have possibly known what would happen next. My body became completely paralyzed, caused by a sudden, animalistic fear that I was going to die.

My mind shocked me back to the moment that my mom died before my eyes. She sacrificed herself to save my life. That event had defined the further course of my life. It triggered anxiety. Fear. Pain.

Memories I didn’t even know I possessed, resurfaced roughly. In the spur of the moment, I remembered what it felt like to brush up against death. I knew all too well what it felt like to be pulled away from life’s tethers in the blink of an eye. Anxiety overwhelmed me and took away all common sense.

I could no longer think straight.

My new teammates would have undoubtedly roared with laughter by the look on my face. They might have thought it was hilarious that I hadn’t seen their hazing ritual coming. They would have joked about my surprised gaze or the way I smacked into the water fully dressed and went straight under.

After slapping each other’s backs, the kids would have eagerly awaited the moment where I would break through the water surface as I gasped for air. They would pull me out and pat me friendly on the back. I would then be officially welcomed into their team. I would have known that I had made friends for life.

Nothing of that happened. Long after their hands had let go of my legs and I was supposed to make my way up on my own, I stayed underwater, drifting like a log with open eyes.

It felt as if my body was unconscious already. As if it had lost the battle against the deep. I was powerless. Drifted. All coordination that would get my legs and arms moving together again, was lost. My brain froze; my body seemed to belong to someone else.

I drifted until my lungs burst. My lips opened automatically to find air, but I ended up swallowing the pool’s water instead. The taste of chlorine in my mouth and throat choked me; my eyes stung painfully.

I was alone in the water, with the pranksters waiting impatiently next to the pool. They were like ghosts to me, hovering next to the pool. I saw their shapes and moving shadows, but I didn’t hear their voices or saw their faces.

Something changed. The shades pulled away like fading spirits. They left me alone. A moment later, the building emptied. Everyone had gone. The lights shut down. The pool water became eerily dark. Still, I just drifted below the water surface, all sense of time lost on me. I was dying. My body was no longer battling against death.

Someone jumped in the water, but I couldn’t see who it was. It was simply too dark. For a moment, I thought everything would be okay. That my savior would pull me out and save my life and I would live to see another day.

It all went straight to hell. Instead of rescuing me, a strong set of hands pushed down hard on my shoulders, making sure I was kept underwater. Strong fingers clawed into my skin. They clawed into the flesh of my upper arms and made me gasp in pain. The ache brought me back to my senses. Survival instinct kicked in.

I fought back. My body struggled hard against whoever was trying to kill me. The strong grip of my attacker won the battle easily. He was on top of me and I was already weak. It didn’t take him long to finish the job.

While my lungs filled with water, the world was lost to me. My body forgot what it was like to breathe. Complete darkness came. I died.
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My first day at Sunny Valley High was going to be the scariest day of my life. This school was just one of the many things that I needed to get used to. It was also the beginning of a complete different life in another continent, a new country and a town I knew nothing about.

Everything about America felt and smelled differently. Gone were my relaxing days at the beach after school hours, surrounded by tanned bodies enjoying the ocean while Australia’s gorgeous sunset settled down on us. Gone were the familiar faces I grew up with in beautiful Melbourne, where life thrived and people seemed happier.

My mind still hadn’t gotten used to quaint and boring Alice Town. It was one of these places you read about but don’t want to live in. I would never have picked it out for myself, but my dad was born and raised here and I had no choice in the matter.

We moved here little than a week ago. Today, I was ordered by my family to grow accustom to an American High School with its typical hierarchy, as if everyone assumed I could handle the change with ease.

I had a certain idea of what life would be like between the walls of these massive buildings from television shows and movies. All the impressions fed by us through the silver screen or on a television set, were supposed to make me believe how easy it was supposed to be. How you could just grow accustom to it in a heartbeat.

The footage fed to the outside world was fake though, driven by the hunger of television makers and movie producers to prove how American schools were filled with loads of attractive teenagers, strolling down the hallways of their artificial buildings as if the world lay at their feet.

Every kid in front of the camera would look perfect, with glossy hair and make-up, sporting the ultimate teenage look as if they were sponsored by major brands. Reality was quite different, except for one thing: its natural school hierarchy.

I knew about the chain of command that existed in schools like these: Jocks, cheerleaders, nerds and loners. Some didn’t fit in anywhere and were treated like outcasts. Others became leaders without the slightest effort. Some kids bullied others, while good-hearted teenagers cared enough to help their peers overcome these grueling coming-of-age years.

I had no idea yet to which category I belonged. I wasn’t eager to find out either. All I wanted to do, was survive the day. To stick my head in the sand, avoid curious gazes and move invisibly in the shadows.

Dad told me all about life in the States, even though the info he shared was scarce, with too little detail. He grew up in this town, had spent years in these very buildings. He reassured me that nothing much had changed since those days, that Sunny Valley High still had a very strict non-bullying policy and organized a lot of social activities. Since it was a relatively small school according to American standards, everyone knew each other’s name. The school board and its teachers truly cared about their students. Or so he said.

“Don’t worry about it, Lon,” he said whenever I asked questions about my new life to mentally prepare myself. “Everyone will know you soon enough. They’ll love you; you’ll be fine.”

Well, that’s just it: I didn’t want everyone to know me. In Melbourne, I had attended a school with over a thousand students, where privacy was respected and kids left each other alone. Anti-bullying was a big thing too between those walls; its Principal had made it her personal pet project. It worked.

The school became a worldwide example of how to deal with diversity. Kids from different color, gender and financial background blended in perfectly. We had a few transgenders who were treated like human beings. We had studies and events and charities we worked with.

I loved it there. It wasn’t always okay of course, but it felt like a second home. I had my friends, my teachers and of course my swimming.

The school’s Olympic swimming pool had been my second home, just like being in water felt natural to many other Australians. We grew up by the seaside and spent hours swimming and surfing in it. A lot of teenagers at my old school were interested in doing these things more seriously.

I became part of the swim team at a young age, transitioning naturally to the next level as I aged. I knew the pool by heart, befriended my team mates and coaches. My friends and peers respected me for my talent; my teachers encouraged me because I kept my grades up. When I left the school, I felt a part of me stayed behind inside the compounds of that pool.

I knew that Sunny Valley High School would be completely different. Melbourne didn’t have the modern classroom technology they had, which dad was impressed by. Sunny Valley invested a lot of money in digital boards, laptops and tablets for all student. Alice Town was a rich community, where most people lived in huge houses and had good jobs. When you lived here, you didn’t know poverty. You never had to beg for a dime.

This school, with its limited number of students, had enough funds to support this kind of extras, thanks to its sponsors. 

My dad explained to me that Alice Town was rich because of its perfect location. People could travel commute to Los Angeles, San Diego and even San Francisco if they wanted to.

A lot of its townsfolk are nouveau riche, making their fortune in Silicon Valley. The men worked long hours; the woman stayed at home and volunteered at charity events.

I had already spotted the fancy cars and swimming pools in everyone’s backyard. Aunt Sarah, who took us in, had one too, even though her pool remained empty and unused in the huge garden behind her gigantic house. I did not look forward to going to these school, even though my dad made enough money not to fall out of place with the other parents. I had no complaints at all about my life. It still felt as if it wouldn’t be enough. What if they absolutely hated me?

“Hey kid, don’t look so scared,” Aunt Sarah said, shaking me from my reverie at the breakfast table. I hadn’t even noticed how scared and nervous I behaved, until I spotted three sets of worried eyes gazing back at me.

“You won’t be alone, you know that. Nick will guide you around,” she added.

That was true. My cousin’s brown eyes smiled openly genuine at me, losing their concern. Immediately, my shoulders relaxed. Nick was cool and genuinely nice. If all kids were even half like him, I would be just fine.

I attempted a smile and moved aside the bowl of cereal. I knew what Nick was trying to do: He was trying to be mentally protective, like his mom told him to. But I didn’t want protection; I just wanted my old life back.

“I’ll get ready,” I muttered, feeling my family’s eyes in my back as I rushed down the hall to my room. I stopped when dad called out my name with such emotion, it made me turn around.

“I’ll drop you off,” he said uncertain, as if he was afraid I would say no. I wanted to tell him I could manage, but I knew it would break his heart. Instead, I just nodded.

“It’s okay, I’m driving today,” Nick stopped his uncle. “We’ll be fine, uncle Tom, I promise.”

“Are you sure?” I heard dad say. “I can drive too, you know.”

“Tom, they’ll be fine.”

Aunt Sarah stopped my dad by placing a gentle hand on his wrist. We both knew what she meant by that: Leave your son be, you’ll both be okay. We’re here now, you’re not alone anymore.

Nick drove a second-hand Chevrolet that barely had any miles on it since its former owner was an old man who had kept the vehicle in his garage for years. It wasn’t a fancy car, but my cousin was crazy about it. He paid for the car with years of weekend work, because my aunt told him he should learn the value of money.

The car was nothing much. It even had tapes instead of a Bluetooth connection, but Nick adored it. I was just happy to catch a ride with my cousin. Driving wasn’t for me yet, I needed to get my American license. Since I didn’t trust myself behind the wheel yet, I hadn’t bothered looking into it.

“You doing okay?” Nick asked, not taking his eyes off the road. Just like everything else he did in life, he was careful with his precious car.

“Perfect,” I croaked.

“That bad, huh?”

“Yep.”

“You’ll be fine, Lon. You’ll see. My friends will love you.”

I shrugged, not knowing just yet if I even wanted that. My brain hadn’t said goodbye to my former friends yet, so how could it adjust to a new social circle?

“So, you’re still going to do it?” Nick asked.

“Yep,” I replied again.

That was the only thing I was sure of. I would not leave this school without having tried out for the swim team.

“Your dad will freak out if he finds out,” Nick remarked.

“Nobody says he needs to know, right?” I smiled.

Nick grinned broadly. He parked his car at the school, right next to an Audi and a BMW.

This were the standard vehicles for this school, I guessed. Time to face the troops. I pulled my backpack protectively against me and stepped out of Nick’s car.

As soon as we stood on the pavement, all buildings seemed to descend on me. I felt the throes of a panic attack build up. Nick was already chatting with someone, while I lingered by his car and looked around with a sinking feeling. On my right was the small white office building I was supposed to go to, so someone of the staff could show me around. To my left was the first of three large buildings, where all the kids headed towards. Sunny Valley High School was embossed above the double-door entrance.

Curious teenagers openly stared at me. Girls whispered, giggled and scrutinized me openly. The boys would smile briefly and pass me by after a small nod.

“Hey man,” someone said, bumping into me by accident.

Someone else said, “Hi.” 

Nobody introduced themselves.

I stood out. That was the first thing I noticed. Years of living in Australia had tanned my skin. Even in California, my color was darker than most. I was tall and lanky, with a slender but firm build. My exceptionally slender hands and large feet helped me to swim faster, but they were telltales of an illness I wanted to keep secret. Nick and Aunt Sarah knew about it of course, but I had made them promise not to tell anyone else. My condition didn’t define who I was.

“Let’s go.”

Nick patted me on the shoulder and I followed him quickly towards the principal building, avoiding everyone’s stares. I didn’t dare to look around me too much anyhow. New students stand out, especially in small communities like these. Nick knew how I felt, so instead of introducing me to every single person he knew, he just nodded at his closest friends without stopping once.

Of course, everyone at the school already knew that I, part Aussie, part American, was making my entrance today. I could tell by their reaction. There goes my privacy.

At the secretary’s office, I waited uncertain at the entrance since I didn’t know what to do. Nick immediately took the lead again. He talked to a man in his early twenties, who beckoned me closer to his desk. Two kids my age sat in chairs by the door and watched while Nick took out his phone and sent a quick text message.

“I’ll leave you to it,” he told me. “See you in class, dude.”

Before I could react, Nick was gone and I was in the hands of the twentysomething guy.

“You must be Leonard,” he said, “welcome!”

Immediately the kids on their chairs snorted. I kept my eyes focused on the clerk. Their reaction wasn’t that new to me.

“Lon,” I muttered softly.

“Excuse me?”

“My name is Lon. Everyone calls me that. Lon, never Leonard. Not exactly suitable for a teenager, is it?”

The man smiled briefly, as if he understood.

“I’m afraid you’ll be hearing the name Leonard a lot, my friend. Welcome in our small, but wonderful, high school. Matilda, our student counsellor, will bring you to your first class to get acquainted with some of your fellow students and teachers. She’ll also pick you up this afternoon for some practical briefings and of course the planned conversation about your mother.”

The way the man casually mentioned my mom, broke my heart. I swallowed away my stress and sadness and avoided the kids’ curious gazes. Not everyone knew that mom was gone, that this was the reason why I moved to Alice Town in the first place. If they didn’t already know of my sad history, they would find out soon enough. Lack of privacy and all.

“Thank you,” I croaked, still not able to glance at the kids sitting behind me.

“Why don’t you wait here for Matilda?” the guy said. “My name is Andrew by the way. I run the school’s administration office. Just come in if you need anything, alright?”

“Thanks.”

I turned around to find a seat away from the other teenagers. Before I could sit down, one of the kids stood and offered me his hand.

“Lon was it, right?”

“Yeah,” I mumbled, shaking it without really looking at him, grateful that he didn’t use my full name.

“I’m Dan. I think we’re sitting together in Math. If you want, I can take you there.”

“Thanks, but I have to wait until Matilda gets here,” I said, looking up for the first time. “Thanks though.”

The kid smiled knowingly. I noticed genuine concern in his eyes, as if he seemed to realize that I was a stranger in a strange land, not by choice but by fate. The other kid, about the same age, just stayed where he was and didn’t say a word.

“It’s not a bad school,” Dan smiled reassuringly. “You’ll get used to our lifestyle pretty easily, even though we don’t have those fancy beaches your country is known for. Just holler if you need me, okay? My dad works at the school, so everybody knows me.”

“Thanks,” I smiled, finally relaxing a bit.

The kid left me to my own devices when a tall man came in and hugged him fiercely. The man quickly gazed at me and then left with his son. Soon after, the second kid received some paperwork he had been waiting for, stood and left too.

For a while, I was left to my own devices. I sat down without bothering to take out my phone and pondered again about how this became my world. I felt lonely, sad and depressed. Above all, I missed my mom.
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Ten minutes later, the wait was over. An older lady showed up and introduced herself as Matilda. She handed me a school map and then escorted me to my first Math class. She pushed a schedule in my hand which would be my roster for the next months.

To my joy, there was several large sections blocked on my itinerary for sports. The first of those was planned in today at two-thirty. I had told Nick in confidence that I wanted to try out for the swim team. Since he was already a part of that same team, he knew if I had what it took to join them.

My cousin had told his Coach I was pretty good and would be of great value to the team. Obviously, talking to the man who ran the successful school team worked, seeing as I was expected at the pool today for a try-out. That prospect alone would keep me going throughout the day.

Matilda took me through the building, showing me practical details here and there that I forgot almost instantly. I memorized where to find the pool, the tennis courts, the soccer and lacrosse fields and of course the cafeteria. It wasn’t that different from my old school after all, I thought relieved, praying that the tour would last forever so I could bide some time.

Unfortunately, she then took me to the main building again, where we ended up in a large classroom. Fifteen kids my age sat together, each on a seat behind a separate bench. The students silenced as soon as we opened the door.

Sixteen sets of eyes, the teacher’s included, gazed openly curious at me. Nick wasn’t amongst them. He had told me this morning he would be in Spanish class. Immediately, I felt naked, vulnerable and exposed, standing in front of the teenagers like a zoo animal, waiting for anyone to make the first move.

Oh god, I wanted to get the hell out of here; I missed my Australian friends so much. As if she expected me to flee, Matilda grabbed my arm tight and pulled me further inside.

“So, Mr. Harris,” Matilda smiled broadly, “this is Leonard Armstrong. You’ll take further care of him, as we discussed.”

Snorts in the classroom were followed by whispers. I’m used to these reactions to my name. Like I said, Leonard isn’t exactly a common name for a kid my age. Lon, I want to scream, but that will have to wait.

“Did your parents love Leonard Cohen?” Mr. Harris smiled sympathetically.

I just nodded, because the truth is far worse than that. I wasn’t named after the world-famous singer, but after the actor who played the legendary Mr. Spock. My parents were avid Star Trek-fans who met at a convention in Sydney during a panel with Leonard Nimoy.

Dad came dressed as Spock, with wax ears he had custom made and fake eyebrows that brought out his fierce eyes. My mom came as Uhura, huge earrings and curly wig included. They were seated next to one another. Apparently, it was love at first sight.

Not that I was sharing this tale with anyone. It was bad enough seeing my folks prance around in their red and yellow outfits during conventions. I was the odd one out, refusing to dress up in anything. Those conventions were the one thing my dad would never abandon, no matter how serious his job became. He was a geek by nature. He binge-watched series before the word was even invented.

He won’t do ever dress up like Spock again, I think sadly, knowing he will never go to another convention without mom. It’s another thing added to the list of things that will never happen again.

“Everyone calls me Lon,” I muttered.

“Sure, Leonard,” Mr. Harris smiled. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

I looked around helplessly, spotting the kid that spoke to me earlier at the office. He was chatting with a fellow student without looking at me. Besides, there wasn’t a seat next to him available anyhow. There was one behind him though.

A kid sat alone in the back row, twitching his thin fingers. He was as pale as a sheet, with hair and eyebrows so light that almost made him seem like a cancer patient who had lost all his hair. I immediately realized that his pallor could only come from the lack of son, typical for someone who never came outside.

He’s one of the nerds, I thought, someone who spends his time behind laptops and games. Great. The kid padded the empty seat to his left. He smiled broadly, happy to have someone sitting next to him. The contrast between us couldn’t have been larger.

“So, you’re the Aussie kid,” he said loudly, for everyone to hear. “Your name is Leonard, like the actor who played Mr. Spock. Do you prefer Star Wars or Star Trek?”

Flushed scarlet red, I wavered. I didn’t want to sit down here, with only him as company. He wouldn’t stop talking if I did. I took two hesitant steps towards him. Before I could slide down in the seat next to him though, a girl got up and moved to the back row too. Relieved, I slipped down next to her, with him on my left and her on my right.

“I’m Leia. And yes, before you ask, I was named after the Star Wars-character,” she smiled brightly. “That, at least, we have in common already. I like your name, Lon. That crazy kid there is Liam, my foster-brother.”

“Thanks,” I muttered gratefully, discovering with her words that it wasn’t so difficult after all to make new friends.

Liam tapped my shoulder. His eyes flashed with excitement.

“We are the three L’s,” he grinned. “Leia, Liam and Lon. Next thing you know, we’ll be forming a band. Can you sing by any chance? I play a mean drum.”

I shrugged and opened my backpack, digging out the Math-book Nick had brought home yesterday. Mr. Harris continued his class as if nothing had happened. Dan turned and smiled at me, waving slightly. It would be okay, I told myself. If only I could stay calm and composed, I would be just fine.

That was easier said than done though with this extraordinary girl sitting next to me. The first thing I noticed, was that Leia smelled fantastic. She wore a light flowery perfume that suited her somehow. Her black hair danced on her shoulders, her face felt like near perfection to me. Her clothes were just as expensive as those of the other kids, but she didn’t seem like the bragging type to me.

When she spoke, she sounded like an angel to me. When she looked in my direction, she showed her gorgeous smile every single time. Her name suited her, even if she had nothing else in common with the character.

“So, are you really named after Princess Leia?” I whispered.

“Yep, my parents are kind of ethereal who genuinely believe in an interplanetary universe,” she whispered back, with her eyes still fixed on the board. “When they saw Star Wars, they actually believed that this would become our future. My dad has been into interstellar things since then.”

“My parents were geeks too,” I confided. “I spent my childhood visiting conventions with them all over Australia, where they forced me to dress up in a Star Trek Red Shirt. Fortunately, I didn’t to wear any fake ears or eyebrows. Those were the days. Beautiful memories.”

Leia laughed quietly. Then she became serious, seeing the haunted expression on my face. I had used the word were.

“I’m sorry about your mom.”

I swallowed away my anxiety. It became clear to me then that the entire school knew about her. It wasn’t a secret to keep anymore and, in a way, that was okay. In a different way, it felt horrible that these people knew all about me, while I knew nothing of them.

“Thanks,” I croaked, blindly searching for the right page in my book. Leia placed her hand on my wrist as if it was the perfectly normal thing to do.

“You’ll be fine,” she whispered. “I promise.”

I hoped she was right. 
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It took me less than five minutes to figure out why nobody wanted to sit next to Liam, even though a single person in class made snarky remarks about him.

The kid was of the talkative, nerdy type who babbled throughout class, going rapidly from topic to topic. He was quite hyperactive too, unable to sit still for even one second. Often, he would just jump up and shout answers to Mr. Harris to often unasked questions. His arms and hands flailed, always going everywhere whenever he spoke.

Despite the speed with which Liam spoke, his voice sounded soothing, relaxed and sure of himself. His rambling almost lulled me to sleep in a good way, even in the middle of Math, which I totally hated. Whenever the kid spoke, he did so vigorously, until our teacher told him bluntly to stop. To my own surprise, I quickly grew accustomed to his gestures.

At one point, Dan turned towards me and rolled his eyes, but he was smiling fondly at the same time. I realized most of Liam’s classmates were used to this hyper activeness and even acted protectively towards the geeky, pale kid whenever Mr. Harris tried to shut him up.

One thing was certain: Liam’s knowledge of Math was far better than mine. There was no doubt in my mind he outshone the rest of the class too. When he argued fiercely with Mr. Harris about an equation and ended up correcting the man’s mistake, I couldn’t help but snigger along with the rest of my classmates. Truth be told, the kid made Math quite fun. This was his habitat.

Thanks to Liam, the first hour flew by. Going to school in Melbourne was a lot more serious. Kids weren’t so vocal there as they seemed here. 

It fascinated me to see how intense my fellow students would argue whenever they felt they were in their right. I wasn’t used to this kind of outspoken behavior yet, even though I could become quite vocal myself if I really believed in something.

When Math was over, we gathered our things. While most kids left immediately, I gazed at my schedule to figure out where to go to next. I knew Nick was in my next class, but I had no idea in which room or building I was supposed to wind up. Matilda’s explanations and my own mental mapping of the school buildings were long forgotten.

Finally, I just sighed and gave up. I grabbed my phone to call Nick and plead for help, but it was no longer necessary when Leia pried the schedule out of my hands.

“You’re in Langley Building next,” she said. “Come on, I’ll show you the way. I have a free period.”

Gratefully, I allowed her to lead the way. The more time I could spend with this amazing girl, the better. While we walked down the hallway, she introduced me to some other kids, whose names I couldn’t remember soon after. There were so many of them. Besides, here was no point getting to know them all, I thought wryly. Since I joined this school as a Senior, nobody would even get the time to befriend me closely before we parted ways again.

A ping of jealousy struck me when I looked around and saw teenagers joking and laughing. There was a lot of hugging and kissing going around too. I would always and forever remain the outsider. All these kids grew up in this town together; they knew one another by heart. Hell, they went through the same years and same struggles. Their fathers met for tennis; their mothers organized parties together. There was no way I could ever become part of that. It’s what I had left behind in Melbourne.

A tiny blonde girl walked up to us. She was introduced to me as Tessa, Leia’s best friend since kindergarten. I immediately took a liking to her.

Tessa eyed me up and down briefly and then looked at my schedule without asking any personal questions. When Leia told her she had it covered, Tessa smirked slyly. She obviously sensed a certain chemistry going on between us.

“You’re in my French class,” she told me. “Just follow me.”

“Your turn to take care of him in the next hour then,” Leia smiled, winking at her friend. “Make sure the girls stay away from him though, he’s mine. Settle him down next to some of the guys instead.”

Tessa laughed, looking me up and down openly.

“Good choice, Leia.”

“I know,” Leia replied immediately.

That’s all she said, but it was enough. I flushed scarlet red, unable to utter a single decent reply. Leia laughed happily and hugged me briefly.

“You should see the look on your face. Relax, Lon, I was just kidding,” she laughed. “The girls in our school are obviously quite interested in you since you’re new and handsome. I’m just showing them that they should back off. Unless you would prefer groupies and thrive on that sort of attention?”

I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or cry at Leia’s words. Was she or was she not interested, or was she just joking with her friend about the possibility of it? The fact that she believed she was just doing me a favor right now, stung. I wanted more than that. I wanted to be with her.

Truth be told, Leia was exactly my type and I felt drawn to her from the second I first laid eyes on her. Then again, it was only my first day at this school and I had too many things on my plate as it were. Instead of thinking about girls, I should be focusing on catching up on my studies so I could get used to the American school system and the importance of GPA’s.

Pushing all thoughts about relationships to the back of my mind, I straightened my shoulders and walked alongside Tessa and Leia to the other building.

Step after step, my nerves came back. I could not hide myself for the other kids. Again, teenagers of various ages were eyeing me, this time more openly than before. I tried to keep my heartbeat and breathing evenly, avoiding panic attacks.

The girls and I walked into the second building, that had the name Langley embossed on it. Kids were disappearing in classrooms; the hallway was slowly emptying, making it easier to relax.

“All three buildings have a name,” Leia explained. “To be honest, I have no idea who this one is named after, but it was probably one of our founders. This is the language building. You are majoring in languages, aren’t you? Looking at your schedule, I would assume that you are. You’ll be spending a lot of time here then.”

“Yeah, Math is a necessary evil,” I grunted. “Languages are more my cup of tea. And sports.”

“You wouldn’t say,” Tessa cynically remarked, gazing me up and down, taking in my features and build. She probably thought I was a jock because of my lean form and muscled arms because of my extensive swimming.

“So, what are you good at?” she pried. “American football, basket, lacrosse or soccer?”

“I’m not allowed to play – “I stopped hastily, correcting myself quickly. “I love to swim. Other sports aren’t really my thing.”

“Swimming definitely is then,” Tessa remarked, pointing at my arms. “You do it quite often.”

I shrugged briefly, knowing I would have to confide in them sooner or later if I truly wanted to befriend them. Which I desperately did, to my own great surprise.

“I am trying out for the swim team today,” I blurted out nervously.

“Oh really?” Leia replied happily. “Good, I’m not into jocks at all.”

She stopped abruptly, flushing scarlet red when she realized what she had just said.

“Sorry, that was too outspoken, I suppose,” she whispered.

“Not at all,” I replied with a goofy grin on my face I could no longer hide.

Relief surged through me. Now I knew for certain that Leia felt the same connection to me as I did to her. Tessa snorted out loud. Before Leia could embarrass herself any further in front of her smirking best friend, I quickly changed the subject.

“What are you majoring in, Tessa?” I asked.

“Computer Science,” she replied.

“He already met our brilliant Liam,” Leia remarked as we walked further down the hallway, towards a large class, with students waiting patiently to walk in.

“Yeah,” I said. “He seems like a very smart and nice guy.”

“He is,” Leia replied. “His father married my mom, so we’re step-siblings, like I told you earlier. He’s very different than most of the kids at our school because he’s so smart.”

Tessa smiled fondly, making me wonder if she liked Liam more than just as a friend.

“You’ll get used to his ranting, I promise,” Leia continued. “Everyone does in the end. He’ll be the best friend you can ever have, if you let him in. He tutors kids better than anyone else. Hell, he even mentors our teachers.”

“That, he does,” Tessa grinned broadly.

“What about you, Leia?” I asked. “What do you want to do?”

“I want to become a vet,” she replied without hesitation.

Surprised, I realized this wasn’t what I had expected from her.

“Truth be told, I have some problems with Applied Physics, which Liam is helping me with,” Leia sighed. “He’s convinced that I can make it, even though I have my doubts. We’ll see. Liam is usually right.”

The girl kept on surprising me. She was obviously very smart and seemed genuinely interested in the people around her. Her protectiveness towards her stepbrother warmed me. It didn’t matter to her that he was a talkative, hyperactive spaz. She hardly even seemed to notice. Slowly but surely, this school and its students started to wheel me in.

“Everyone seems pretty nice,” I said, “I didn’t expect this. You hear so much from American High Schools and the way that the kids tend to – “

“We are different,” a voice behind me rang out.

Startled, I turned around to see Dan. He walked over to us and patted me friendly on the shoulder, as if I was an old friend.

“Trust me, this is not your typical American high school, Lon. We care about each other, like our parents do too. Alice Town is a haven that we adore and love, but you can only make it a haven if you invest time and energy in it. Which is why all the families who live here, never move out.”

“Almost sounds too good to be true,” I remarked, before biting my tongue.

My dad left, I wanted to tell them, but I didn’t. I wasn’t sure what they knew about my father’s background. Maybe they had no clue that I too was in fact linked to Alice Town.

“You’ll get used to it.” Nick came up to us. “I told you earlier that it would be okay, didn’t I, Lon? You’ll be fine, man. You’ll stop missing Australia. Looks like you already made some new friends.”

I stared in shock at my cousin, wondering if it was that obvious that I still wanted to head back on the first flight out. I was embarrassed that he saw right through me, so I just smiled and shrugged it off as if it meant nothing.

I knew my future stood before me. All I needed to do was accept these kids and my new life and go with the flow. That would make my life much easier than it had been in our last days back in Melbourne.

Before we came here, I had vowed to make my dad’s very existence a living hell to pay him back for his rash decision. I now slowly came to realize that he had no choice. Life handed out blows and you needed to deal with them.

Mom’s death was our major blow and it wasn’t my dad’s fault that she was gone. He only did what was best for us, he only wanted to help me survive. That was what I needed to hold on right now. He did it to save me.

“Lon, are you okay?”

I looked up to find four concerned faces in front of me.

“Fine,” I croaked.

Unconvinced, Nick took me inside. I sat down on his left side, nodded at a few teenagers and forced myself to concentrate on the next hour. Tessa sat on my right side. The two of them protected me as if I needed it. It felt good.

French class was entirely my thing. I was way ahead of most of my classmates, thanks to my mom’s determination to speak French to me as much as possible. The teacher seemed quite impressed, flabbergasted even that I was so fluent.

My mom had French roots and had taught me well, even sending me to advanced classes because of my natural fluent tongue. Our mutual dream had been to travel to Europe one day and get reacquainted with the family she had left behind in Paris a long time ago.

It never came to that, but I still vowed to honor her by maintaining my French so I could travel to Paris one day on my own and finally meet her side of the family.

When class was over, my classmates smiled at me. Some even asked if I could tutor them, to which I said yes. It would be a great way to get to know more of my fellow students. I was happy to discover that I was still good at something, despite the many anxiety attacks and therapy I had to go through. This acceptance brought back some of my old self.

My third class of the morning was Applied Sciences, which I liked. Liam joined me again, sitting down next to me automatically, alongside Nick. They took care of me.

During lunch, I started to see the relationships and invisible bonds. Liam was part of the group, thanks to his cleverness and connection to Leia. He was constantly chatting and talking about things some of the others, apart from Leia, didn’t seem to understand. I zoned out and focused on getting to know the other kids better.

Tessa was openly flirting with an oblivious Nick. I made a mental note to tease him about this later. There was also something going on between Dan and his best friend Wes, who joined us at lunchtime. Again, he was someone I took a liking to immediately. The funny thing was that these two didn’t even seem to notice that there was going on between them.

I had a few gay friends back in Melbourne and knew the signs: their hands touching one another while reaching for the bread; their teasing and the quiet flirting they did whenever they spoke. Their gazes that betrayed their affection. There was no doubt in my mind that these two liked each other more than just best of friends.

The obvious attraction between Leia and I remained present too. I hadn’t set out to start a relationship here, but it just sorts of happened.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She was constantly touching my arm or searching for my hand, which I automatically gave. Nick just grinned and winked at me when I realized that the others watched us amused. They seemed to find it perfectly normal that we would bond like that, even if we had never even met until this morning.

More kids joined us at the table and introduced themselves, but our small band of brothers seemed to exist of the seven of us. These six friends had already formed a close bond, while I was welcomed in their midst as if I had always been there. I felt warm and welcomed.

After lunch, I came to realize that I enjoyed being here. Sunny Valley High School proved to be more than okay. I relaxed. Maybe everything was going to be alright after all. Maybe life would balance itself out again, allowing me some newfound happiness.

I sent a text message to my dad, reassuring him I was fine and that I had made some new friends already. He texted back how happy he was for me. I was happy for me too.
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Around two-thirty p.m., I became nervous. The moment I was waiting for, finally came. 

Nick and Dan took me to the school’s swimming pool, where I was supposed to meet Mr. Sanders, their swim Coach. I was nervous about the meeting. I was determined to become part of the swim team behind my dad’s back and he was my key to that. What if they hated me at first sight? I couldn’t bear to live without some form of swimming in my life.

Dan told me on the way over that his dad was the Coach, which startled me. I had seen the man this morning while waiting for Matilda. He had hardly acknowledged me, even though he must have known that I was the new kid.

My new friend spoke in awe of him, as if he was a god or something. Maybe he was at Sunny Valley High. Nick and Dan explained that Coach Sanders was a very determined and ambitious man, who would stop at nothing to make sure that his team reached top heights. Dan called him relentless when it came to swimming. Outside of school, he was as meek as a lamb, or so Dan wanted me to believe.

“You’ll be training like crazy if you make it on the team,” Nick said. “Even then, you still won’t be sure if you will actually make it to the school competitions. Coach only selects the best of the best and most of our team are quite good. It’s going to be a rough ride, no matter what. I hope you’re prepared for that, man.”

“I don’t mind,” I said. “Swimming is my life and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make it to the team. Let’s see first what he says about my qualities. He may think I suck. I have no reference at all, remember?”

“You’re good,” Nick stated.

“Like you would know,” I snorted.

“I just sense these things,” my cousin grinned.

I patted him on the back, thanking him for his support. Seeing is believing is my motto. By nature, I was a down to earth person, raised to believe that if you worked hard, good things could and would happen to you. I was also raised with the knowledge that you should never get too far ahead of things and that dreams could often come true, but that they also very often came with a high cost.

Before we moved to Aunt Sarah’s place, Nick told me over Skype that his school had a pretty good team. I googled it, just to see if his stories were true. Turned out they had won quite some regional and national school competitions. That made me happy and eager to prove myself. Swimming didn’t scare me; it elated me. I felt home in the water. Back home, mom had been very supportive about my natural desire to swim. Dad on the other hand –

No, I didn’t want to go there right now. Pushing him out of my head, I followed Nick inside the building, where he pointed out Coach. The man was surrounded by teenagers in swim trunks, giving them instructions with a strong, sturdy voice. Some of these kids had been in my classes earlier today.

I had hoped to speak to Coach in private first, but that was pointless. The pool was crowded and Coach made no effort to send them away and give me some breathing space.

Nick and Dan took off to change. I hung around, wondering what to do next. Carefully I approached him from aside. He still hadn’t even noticed me. The man was talking fiercely to a younger kid. It gave me an opportunity to take a closer look at him. He was a lean, tall person with huge hands and feet, which were perfect for swimming. He had broad shoulders and muscled legs and arms. He obviously still swam quite a lot.

Coach finally noticed me. He gazed me up and down, turned to some of the other kids and barked at them to swim their rounds. I didn’t know what to say or do.

The man didn’t really come across as nice. He turned his back towards me and ignored me, while I stood there, feeling like an idiot. The fact that some of my classmates were already swimming their rounds with fluent breast strokes, only made things worse.

Uncertainty crawled up to the surface. What was I thinking, believing I could make it to this prestigious team in a heartbeat? I wanted to get the hell out of here, but my foot remained glued to the ground.

Nick dove into the pool and began his laps, swimming them with so much ease it made me cringe. He was competition for me, even though I would never consider him as such.

Dan was far worse than my cousin; he had difficulty keeping his speed. Starting too fast, he faltered halfway through, gasping for breaths throughout his laps. I could tell the teenager really wasn’t into swimming that much. The scared, insecure gaze he threw his dad said more than enough. He did it for his old man, not because he liked it.

What kind of Coach was this that he would do this to his son? I started wondering if I really belonged here; if I even wanted to work with a man like that. I wanted to turn around and run the hell out of there, to find another team. An amateur team in another town perhaps. Somewhere where I could get used to the American way of swimming.

Maybe I didn’t belong here at all. I was far from good enough for this team. Nick’s natural fluency in the water was obvious. He was fast, strong and kept up his pace. Most of his team mates swam that fast too.

Back in Australia I might have been good enough, but these kids were semi-professionals. Perhaps that’s why Coach ignored me already: He saw I wasn’t fit enough to reach his standards. I took a mental step back while wondering how fast I could make it out of here.

Suddenly, Coach Sanders turned to face me. He man eyed me up and down for the second time, this time openly so, while I stood before him in jeans and plain red T-shirt.

The man had pale blue eyes that seemed to look right through you. His brief smirk didn’t reach his eyes. I could tell what he was thinking though, just by the look on his face.

He believed I was going to plead for a position in his team, when I didn’t even look half as strong as the others that were currently showing off their skills. I didn’t have their broad shoulders with muscles, or their abs, unfit for kids our age.

However, I was lanky, tall, slim-built, with enough power in my hands, arms, feet and legs to speed through the water. I hoped he would notice.

“So, what is your expertise?” the man barked.

“What do you mean, Coach?” I asked confused.

“Come on, kid. Don’t tell me they didn’t know anything about swimming in good old Aussie,” he snarled. “What type of swimmer are you? Front crawl, backstroke, butterfly or breaststroke? What’s your style specialty?”

“I don’t know. I have no preference,” I blurted out truthfully. “Anything’s fine really.”

Immediately, Mr. Sanders’ eyes narrowed and he stared at me for a long time, obviously trying to figure out what I was worth. He wondered if I was bragging about my talent. In truth, I had no preference at all.

“Nobody swims every single style perfectly, unless you’re an Olympic athlete,” the man remarked dryly. “Are you showing off, kid?”

“No, I just really like to swim,” I spoke truthfully.

“Get rid of the shirt.”

“What?”

“Remove the T-shirt so I can look at your abs and arms.”

I heard laughter coming from the water, which embarrassed me. The man spoke to me as if I was a model trying to be selected for a catwalk.

“You’re not shy, are you? You do realize people swim in speedos and not in skinny jeans?” the man snarled.

Again laughter. Red colored my cheeks as I removed my shirt. Immediately I felt fully exposed. Standing with my chest bare embarrassed me for the very first time in my life. I didn’t know what the hell was wrong with me. I used to swim all the time in Melbourne and never felt embarrassed about my body. I wasn’t a prude at all, but these kids and Coach made me feel like one.

Refusing to give into my nerves, I stood up straight and self-assured while I kept my eyes focused on Coach. The man scrutinized me as he looked at my chest, hands and arms. I thought he would be disappointed, but he wasn’t. A broad smile lit up his face. It instantly changed him from a frowning, serious man to an excited one. He slapped my shoulder.

“Well, well, it looks like you’re in perfectly good shape, with muscles in the right places. I like your hands, they’re strong and slender; they’ll make for excellent speed. Your upper arms prove you’ve been practicing quite a lot. Your shoulders have the right shape. I could use some new talent in our team if you’re interested in joining us. If you are as good as you say you are, that is.”

Coach obviously challenged me in front of all the others, waiting for me to succumb under the pressure. Oh god, what had I gotten myself into?

“I didn’t say I was any good,” I reacted weakly, trying to salvage the situation. “I just said I wanted to swim.”

“No time like the present to figure out how well you do it then,” he grinned. “Get changed.”

“I don’t have my stuff with me,” I shrugged helplessly. “I didn’t think I would swim today. I thought we would be setting up an appointment.”

“There’s plenty of stuff in the locker rooms. Something will fit you, I’m sure,” Coach said. “Get changed and get into the water, kid. Show us what you’ve got.”

My feet dragged me to the locker rooms, where a huge box with speedos, swim trousers and goggles stood waiting to be used. I was nervous as I fought back anxiety. I hadn’t expected this. Instead of a private session, he forced me to swim in front of my classmates. If I flunked his test, I would make an ass of myself and the entire school would know at once that the Aussie kid was not accepted in the team. That he was in fact, a failure.

If I succeeded though, my life would change. This man had the best reputation in the school system when it came to coaching. He could be the ticket to a future I could only dream of. If I wanted to make it into the team, this would be my one and only chance. There was no doubt about that in my mind.

Quietly I rummaged through the material, until I found a decent pair of Speedos in my size. Another grab in the box provide me with swimming goggles. I changed into one of the small cubicles, grabbed a towel from a pile near the door, reached for the goggles and left my clothes on a wooden bench. 

I felt many eyes on me as I climbed down the small steps to get into the water to warm up. Getting used to the temperature only took a few seconds. I splashed water over me and cleaned the goggles. Then I flexed my arms and legs, hoping it wouldn’t show that I hadn’t swam in weeks. In fact, I hadn’t been in a pool since my mom died.

God, who was I kidding anyhow? I would make an absolute fool of myself.

Nick was nearby, lingering around the shallow side of the pool. He raised his thumbs, while Dan just smiled in support quietly while chatting with a few other kids. I could tell by the look in his eyes that he prayed I would be good enough to take his spot in the team.

I spotted Wes in the water too, a bit further away. He was chatting with a few other guys while he held onto the side of the pool. Chatting female voices sounded loud through the large swimming pool area. A group of girls about my age, all dressed in bathing suits, headed for a second, smaller pool with their female Coach. A few of them spotted me as they walked by us.

Coach Sanders called me and a couple of the other boys to the side of the pool, where we received his instructions. His eyes were fixed upon me while he spoke.

“Let’s start easy today in honor of our guest,” he smirked. “I want to see two laps of front crawl, one lap of butterfly and one lap of breaststroke from you lot. Show me what you’ve got, kids. Make it a good practice.”

With that message, we were sent to the starting blocks at the deep end of the pool. I adjusted my goggles, stepped on one of the starting blocks, braced myself, waited for the signal and then dove into the pool.

I focused on myself and nobody else. With strong front crawl strokes, I swam my lane until I reached the other side. There, I turned around below the water surface and made my way back to the deep end. As always, I forgot everything else, except the water. On the other side of the pool, I turned again beneath the surface and swam one lap of butterfly stroke, followed by the last lane in the requested breaststroke.

I was swimming at ease, determined not to be taken off balance by the whistles and shouts near the pool. This was my natural habitat, more so than anything else. Swimming was my life, as it always had been back home. I imagined mom standing by the pool, cheering me on. Once again, she was my force of strength, as she had been during her lifetime. My insecurities had left me.

When I finished, Coach Sanders knelt on one knee in front of me. A smile radiated on his face. Only then did I see that I had left the others behind me.

I had been more than half a length ahead of them when I finished, while I wasn’t even tired. I had deliberately focused on a steady pace and the quality of my strokes in an attempt to show Coach that I was a technically good swimmer.

Nick was the first one to tap the side after me. My cousin stared at me as if I was an alien. For the first time since he met, he was speechless.

“What’s wrong?’ I asked horrified.

Coach’ smile reached his eyes for the first time. Before Nick could speak, the man took over.

“Kid, you do know you’re as fast as a rocket? I haven’t seen anyone swim like that since -” Coach stopped abruptly. “Never mind.”

Troubled, I waited for the man to continue, but he didn’t. Nick patted me on the shoulder and congratulated me wholeheartedly. My cousin, who had easily slipped into the role of my new best friend ever since dad and I moved in, seemed genuinely happy for me. There wasn’t an ounce of jealousy on his face. He was such a good kid, so warm of heart. I just wanted to cry of happiness.

“Are you tired, kid?” Coach asked.

“No, sir.”

“Could you do a few more laps so I can time you?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Can you go any faster than you just did?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Then stop holding yourself back. Go, kid.”

Excited, Coach Sanders got his timer while he beckoned the others to leave the pool. Everyone would be watching me now, but I had forgotten my nerves. I got out of the pool and headed to the starting blocks again as the eyes of the other swimmers pierce my back. I wasn’t sure if some of them were jealous or not, but right now, that didn’t matter. I just wanted to swim.

Maybe I really was as okay as my Australian Coach kept telling me. He had been telling me to go pro for ages, but I had refused because of to my dad. My Aussie Coach had never been able to convince me I was good enough anyhow. After all, we just had a small swim team at the school and never competed in big championships.

The expression on Coaches face made me smile. If this man, who has trained so many kids, became so excited about my performance, it had to mean something. Perhaps my dream to make it to the Olympics one day, wasn’t as farfetched as I always thought it would be. If I could concentrate on just my swimming, who knows what might happen?

The girls were gathering around the pool too. A crowd had formed to watch me swim. Coach Sanders whistled and I dove into the pool again, forgetting everything and everyone as I swam front crawl to the other side, turning underneath the surface to swim three more laps in the same style.

Then I added two laps of breaststroke and two in butterfly stroke. When I finished at the shallow end of the pool, I didn’t feel exhausted at all. I just felt so very happy being back in the water.

“My god
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