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      For all the kids wondering who they are…

      You’re not alone!

      

      You never have been.
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      Reese Hardy had memorized every crack in the pavement between the library and the science wing. Not because he loved geology, but because looking down was safer. Eye contact meant attention. Attention meant trouble.

      It was another cloudy morning at Boysenberry Valley High, where the rugby team was sacred and the hierarchy of popularity brutal. Reese was on the lowest rung: the nerd. The weakling. The perfect target. He was all too used to the jabs and whispers, the way hallways parted not for him, but around him—like he carried a contagious awkwardness.

      He adjusted his glasses and held his books close. As he neared his locker, a football came flying down the corridor. It smashed into his books, sending them flying in all directions. The laughter was instant and cruel.

      "Oi, Hardy! Watch where you're going, you bookworm!" shouted Troy McManus, the rugby captain, and self-proclaimed king of cruelty.

      Reese scrambled to collect his things, cheeks burning. A page from his math notebook had torn and fluttered under a radiator. Someone kicked it farther away.

      "Classic Hardy," someone snickered. "Should’ve brought a helmet."

      Reese tried to ignore the sting in his eyes. Just survive the day. That was the mantra. Survive until graduation. Until college. Until freedom.

      He ducked into the library during break, his sanctuary. The smell of old books and quiet whispers felt like armor. Mr. Halvorsen, the librarian, looked up from his desk.

      “You okay, Reese?” he asked, his voice gentle.

      He nodded. “Yeah. Just… needed some quiet time.”

      Mr. Halvorsen didn’t press further, and Reese slid into his usual corner, opened a book on quantum physics, and let himself vanish into equations and theories. They didn’t judge. They just made sense.
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      The next morning, something was different.

      Reese felt it before he even heard it—a crackle in the air, like static before a storm. Students buzzed through the hallways with the kind of hyper-focus usually reserved for pop quizzes and surprise fire drills. It didn’t take long before the whispers reached a full-blown cafeteria crescendo.

      “A new student.”

      “From South Africa!”

      “No, really. South Africa. Like lions and deserts and rugby. My cousin swears he’s got an accent and everything.”

      “He played for their junior national soccer team. Under-seventeens.”

      “He’s almost six feet tall. Blond. Like Thor when he had his hair cut short.”

      Reese barely looked up from his book. He stirred his mashed potatoes like he was performing a minor surgery. The noise felt distant, like it was happening on another planet.

      He just wanted to finish his lunch in peace, tucked behind the science block where the walls didn’t talk and the grass didn’t gossip. The bricks behind him were cool and steady. Predictable. Comforting. Unlike people.

      That was when he heard footsteps crunching through the dry grass.

      “Mind if I sit here?”

      Reese jumped like he’d been zapped.

      A boy stood there, lunch tray in hand. Tall. Tan-skinned. Sandy blond hair like he’d grown up on a beach. And eyes—dear God—eyes like melted honey. Liquid gold. He had the easy kind of smile that could sell toothpaste in ten countries, and the accent?

      Oh yeah. South African. Undeniably.

      Reese opened his mouth, forgot how talking worked, then remembered. “Uh… sure. I guess.”

      The boy sat, not waiting for a second invitation. Like he’d already decided this was going to be his spot and Reese just happened to be lucky enough to witness it.

      “I’m Jock,” he said, stabbing a grape with his fork like it had offended his family. “Jock Robbins.”

      Reese blinked. Jock? That had to be a nickname, right? No one named their child that unless they were trying to raise either a linebacker or a protein powder.

      But the guy didn’t seem embarrassed by it at all.

      “Reese Hardy,” he replied.

      Jock’s grin widened. “Cool name. Like the candy?”

      Reese smirked despite himself. “Yeah, like the candy. Except I melt under pressure.”

      Jock let out a warm, surprised laugh that made Reese’s stomach do something awkward and gymnastic. “Well,” Jock said, “good thing I’m used to the heat.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, eating. It wasn’t awkward silence—it was companionable. Reese peeked over occasionally. Jock had that comfortably messy vibe: untied laces, shirt half-untucked, collar askew in a way that felt more like lived-in charm than carelessness. There was something unhurried about him, like he wasn’t trying to fit into anything. He was just being.

      That was weirdly rare in high school.

      “So,” Reese said eventually, “is Jock short for something?”

      Jock grinned. “Jacobus.”

      “Jacobus?”

      “Yup. South African thing. Dutch roots. My gran says it with a hard ‘K’ like ‘YAH-koh-biss.’ I say it like a mouthful of alphabet soup. So I stick with Jock.”

      Reese raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re telling me Jock is an actual name?”

      Jock nodded, dead serious. “In South Africa, yeah. Totally normal. Like, my-uncle-has-the-same-name-too normal.”

      “That is… weirdly cool.”

      Jock pointed his fork at him. “Thank you. See? You get it.”

      Reese took a sip from his water bottle to cover his grin. “You do realize that here, ‘jock’ just means a sweaty guy who yells during gym class, right?”

      “Yup,” Jock said proudly. “And now it also means guy who eats grapes with a fork and hangs out with mysterious candy boys behind the science building.”

      Reese choked on his water.

      Once the coughing subsided, he rubbed his eyes and said, “People here… they don’t like me much.”

      Jock’s smile faded a little, but his eyes stayed kind. “That’s their problem.”

      Reese tilted his head. “You’re not like the others.”

      “No,” Jock said with a small shrug. “I’m not.”

      He stabbed another grape—apparently his food nemesis today—and added, “I’ve seen what happens when people get looked down on just for being different. Back home, that kind of thing didn’t stop at mean jokes or locker room whispers. It stuck. It stayed. It… hurt.”

      Reese looked at him, surprised by the sudden depth in Jock’s voice. Not performative. Just real.

      “So you decided to… what
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