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	Rage On



	
Chapter One

	Everyone disappoints you eventually; it just comes as a bigger surprise when your favourite people do it. My brother Devin taught me that. 

	It was my other brother, Morgan, who showed me the power of second-hand stardust. The minute he appeared as a reality TV contestant on one of those claustrophobic shows that lock a group of pretty people into a house together, the popular tier at school started smiling at me and saying hi, as though my chubbiness was suddenly okay.

	Don’t think I overlooked the difference between ninth and tenth grade. It would be hard for me to miss how invisible my freshman self was first semester, except to my old middle school friends, Marguerite and Izzy. Then Morgan became a TV hit, making such a splash that mere days after his elimination, MuchMusic phoned him up and asked him to be their newest VJ. 

	At first the attention made me feel like maybe it didn’t matter how much I weighed, but it turned out that most of the guys I was interested in still weren’t interested back. They’d tell me about their weekends and kid around with me during class but I can count on two fingers the times I made out with one of them at a party. The first guy pretended it’d never happened and bragged about the hot lifeguard girl he’d hooked up with at the community centre pool (which sounded more like a daydream he’d had while thumbing through Maxim than reality). The second guy apologized to me before math class, explaining that he was so plastered the night it’d happened that he’d fallen asleep over the toilet in between puke attacks. 

	Marguerite and Izzy told me I’d just chosen the wrong guys but how could I choose the right guy when no one with a Y chromosome (except old creeps who leered from moving cars) looked at me with lust in their eyes? The truth is that no high school guy ever likes you for yourself. Being thin is prerequisite number one for being sexy. Other prerequisites include having skin that doesn’t look like a biblical punishment, laughing at stuff guys say even when they’re not as funny as they seem to think they are, and not acting like a complete loser (by doing things like wearing loser clothes, stuttering, or walking around like there’s a kick me sign tattooed to your spine). 

	I had most of the prerequisites covered. I wasn’t very good at approaching people I didn’t know but I could speak to them in a way that assured them I wasn’t an absolute geek when they came up to me. Being Morgan LeBlanc’s sister awarded me bonus cool points (and I already had clear skin) but unfortunately not even those could magically make me skinny. 

	One day last spring Izzy and I stayed at school late to talk over a geography assignment with Mrs. McClaren and Izzy bumped into a guy from the junior basketball team as he was coming out of the gym. Two of his friends were with him and as they were sauntering off we overheard one of them say, “Man, this year’s freshmen crop has been sad.”

	Izzy and I frowned at each other. Then the guy who’d collided with her seconds before added, “Isn’t Serena supposed to be a hot girl’s name?”

	I frowned deeper and looked at my shoes. “They don’t even know my name,” Izzy said, like that was supposed to make me feel better. “Anyway, everyone knows the junior basketball team sucks.”

	She was right. The team did suck. Except for hotshot point guard Jacob Westermark, my current (and only) boyfriend, who I later acquired after shedding twenty-nine pounds of chunk. I’d convinced myself months ago that Jacob’s presence in the hallway that day didn’t matter because he’d been the innocent by virtue of his silence third guy. 

	Having such asshole friends should’ve been enough to reveal the asshole within and warn me that he’d let me down in a big way. It definitely shouldn’t have come to this—Aya Yamamoto, sweaty from grinding with Wyatt and Orlando, one of her hands clapped on my knee and blinking at me like her eyelashes are butterfly’s wings as Chaz howls in the background and Jacob urges me to, “Kiss her, Serena. Damn, you two are so hot right now. Give us some girl on girl action.”

	Aya’s clammy hand smoothes over my kneecap. Slinky. Skanky. The same way she’d touch a guy to get his attention. Normally there’d be more people crowded around watching but Wyatt caught major parental interference for the property damages from his last party and only invited a select few of us over to celebrate his birthday with him. As it is all the guys in the room are ogling Aya and me like we’ve already pulled out our boobs and are seconds away from getting it on full-scale. A couple of the girls are watching too and my heart’s beating in a sickening, scary movie kind of way. My legs fuse to the couch fabric and my throat constricts, making it hard to breathe when what I really want to do is knee Jacob, Wyatt and Chaz in the balls and then make their noses bleed. 

	“You know I don’t like girls like that,” I tell Jacob in a scratchy voice. “It’s like asking you to kiss Wyatt.”

	Jacob grimaces and tosses his head back. “That’s not the same. Everyone likes watching girls together. It’s hot.”

	“She’ll never do it, bro,” Wyatt yells from across the room. His crooked smile bites into his cheekbones. “She’s more uptight than the state of Kentucky.” 

	Aya herself says nothing, her hand still on me knee. We’re all so bottomed out drunk right now that it’s not supposed to matter what we do but it still does, at least to me. 

	Chaz starts howling again in the background and the music’s giving me what brother, Devin, would call a superturbo headache—the kind he used to be hit with if he went too long without coffee. “It’s just a kiss,” Jacob says in the pleading sexy voice he always uses to get me to do something I’m not sure about. “C’mon, for me. Just this once. Live a little, Serena.” He sits forward on the couch so he can get a better look at Aya on my other side. “Look at those lips. Damn. If you don’t do it I might have to take a shot myself.”

	Aya’s stinky beer breath is in my face and let me tell you, there’s nothing appealing about it. Her butterfly blinks are growing longer and longer and I’m thinking that she could pass out cold any second now and probably not remember a thing. “What’d I tell you?” Wyatt shouts, pointing at me with a condescending look. “She’s a good girl to the core.” 

	My heart’s racing worse and I hate how everyone’s staring at me like no matter what I do will be wrong. I can’t win. Being fat or thin, being nobody or soaking up hand-me-down limelight, none of it makes any difference because people will only let you down in the end. That’s what they do. 

	I push Aya’s hand off my knee and her unfocused eyes hang on me for a few seconds. Her newly freed hand races up to her mouth as she gags. Then the beer smell’s worse, like a preview of its appearance on the couch and the plush beige carpet. I shoot up, edge my way past Jacob and away from the couch, my feet tangling up in each other momentarily along the way. The music’s pounding inside my skull so I can’t hear Aya puking but everyone’s looking over in her direction, either grossed out or choking up drunken laughs. Izzy and Marguerite would be horrified by the amount of stupidity inside this room right now but of course they’re not around. 

	Did they downgrade our friendship when I started going out with Jacob or did I do that myself? Hard to say. Up till now I’d been paying too much attention to my oh so fabulous boyfriend to really notice what’s been going on with anyone else. 

	I’m not crying, that would just be dumb and dramatic, but my eyes hurt and I’m moving like there’s a kick me sign permanently engraved on my back. It doesn’t matter that it’s invisible, I can sense it all the same and so would everyone else only they’re not looking at me. 

	Nobody follows me out into the hall where I wrestle my wool coat from the closet. Nobody sees me slip out the front door and into a dark November night. I don’t really matter to anyone at this party, certainly not Jacob. Between that thought and the cold, I’m dead sober again. 

	With my short skirt and bare legs I’ll be lucky if I don’t transform into a human popsicle before I get home. Devin once told me that if I ever have to walk alone at night I should project the air of a girl who would claw a guy’s eyes out if he tried anything. It’s hard to do that when you’re feeling disappointed but I’m mad too and I concentrate on that as I stalk along the sidewalk, ready to shoot a lethal look at the first creep that dares to pull up next to me. 

	No one so much as honks at me the whole way home, but I don’t doubt a castrating stare would protect me. If Devin said it, it must be true. Morgan might be the one everyone likes—the one who can make losing look like winning and challenges seem like fun—but Devin’s the one who usually knows the right thing to say to me. Usually did know the right thing to say to me. Not anymore. 

	Didn’t I say that everyone lets you down? Why should there be any exceptions to the rule?

	



Chapter Two

	It took me a while to realize I wasn’t chubby Serena anymore. If I’d tried to slim down it never would’ve worked. I like to eat. I mean, I was never all-out enormous but I like second helpings, cupcakes at lunch and soft drinks with real sugar. My brother Devin was the same way and my parents never made us feel bad about our imperfect frames but sometimes I could hear the silent comparisons with Morgan leak out from other people’s minds. 

	My extended family, my parents’ friends, even strangers like shop assistants or waiters—they were all charmed by Morgan. He was virtually perfect—friendly, funny and nearly as good looking as the guys you see in magazine ads for designer jeans. Whenever I was next to Morgan I noticed the way people beamed at him. They even beamed at me when I was beside him; I gained goodwill by association. You had to be a seriously hard case to steel yourself against Morgan. Confirmed homophobes even seemed to soften their anti-gay attitudes around him, usually unwilling to make an enemy of Morgan over something they’d label unnatural in someone else. 

	People loved Morgan no matter what he did, just because he was Morgan. Devin and I used to complain about it to each other but Devin had his own exceptionalities going for him. Morgan was the popular one but Devin was the one who’d qualified for Mensa at fourteen and had been doing my parents’ taxes ever since. He was the one who’d won a full university scholarship and was always first in his class. Before last spring he’d never failed anything in his life. 

	That was then, before Devin turned every day into a twenty-four hour exercise in tension when Dad dragged him home from university in March. He wasn’t well, as my parents liked to call it. The results of Devin’s unwellness were unpredictable and whenever I was around the house I was too edgy to be hungry (you never knew what would happen next). You’d think getting rid of the source of that stress would help but when Devin went AWOL in June my appetite curled up and died completely.

	For months everyone in my family was too preoccupied to notice my dwindling waistline much, me included. No one except Izzy even mentioned it, and that was only once. 

	So I didn’t really know I was thin until August 22. Devin was gone and the three of us still living at home weren’t doing a fabulous job of dealing with his absence. Dad didn’t talk about him or IT if he could avoid the topic but he didn’t smile much anymore either. Mom was away from the museum with migraines so often—lying in the dark with her white noise machine amped up to maximum—that they’d hired her a full-time assistant. 

	That night in August Mom was supposed to take me back to school shopping because nothing fit anymore; all my clothes hung on me like an exaggerated after image in a weight loss commercial. The funny thing about shopping with my mom was how she’d turn into a teenage girl while doing it, laughing at stuff she wouldn’t ordinarily find funny and asking me things about Izzy and Marguerite, as though the four of us were all friends. Then we’d stop for lattes and whisper silly things about passersby. Occasionally she’d try on things decades too young for her, just kidding around. It was embarrassing and comical at the same time. I’d be smiling while wishing for the power of invisibility. 

	This past August I didn’t have to make that wish, and there were no lattes or laughing either. Mom complained that she had a crippling headache and handed me her ATM card. Dad was the one who taxied me over to the Glenashton mall, instructing me to call when I needed picking up. 

	But I never made that call. Instead I bumped into Jacob Westermark who surprised me by flirting with me in the food court line, his dark blue eyes zooming in on my pupils like I was someone else. We sat and talked for a long time, him listening almost as much as he spoke. Then he drove me home and kissed me in his car. Jacob with his sexy basketball player arms and a T-shirt that fit so well it made me wonder if I was staring.  

	He was precisely the kind of guy Devin would’ve torn to pieces under his breath in a funny voice the minute Jacob walked away. Athletic. Popular. Cocky enough to believe his own hype. But he was also sweet that night, and when I finally stepped inside my front door various bits of me were purring shamelessly from the things we’d done in his front seat.

	Jacob didn’t pretend we’d never kissed. He didn’t apologize for it either. We kissed a lot from then on. In Jacob’s bedroom, the baseball diamond bleachers five minutes from my house, Chaz’s basement, around the back of the school portables, at a booth in Pizza Hut where we both sat on the same side and the middle-aged waitress called us cute. For a while he made me believe I’d found the thing, the person, that would make me stand out from all the other average, nearly invisible kids I went to school with. No Mensa or MuchMusic for me. His name was Jacob Westermark. 

	



Chapter Three

	When I wake up the back of my throat tastes like musty fall leaves and a thick strand of my hair is curled around my neck, a sweat mixture forming on my skin. I smell like last night’s beer, which reminds me of Aya Yamamoto’s hand on my knee and all the guys wanting to turn us into a live demonstration of Girls Gone Wild. 

	Jacob Westermark is a sleazy little asshole that I won’t let myself miss. He should’ve stood up for me and told the rest of them to go fuck themselves. I’m embarrassed that I slunk off into the night like a woman shamed. I should’ve slapped Jacob across the face or dumped a drink over his head like a girl in a movie would. His friends would’ve laughed at him instead of howling at me. I’d feel so much better right now if I’d done that instead of running off.

	I untangle myself from my death grip hair and drag myself into the bathroom. Surprisingly, I don’t look as bad as I feel. I brush my teeth, gargle the stale grossness out of my throat with citrus mouthwash and drag myself down to the kitchen for something to eat that won’t make me feel like the icky insides of a recycle bin. The milk tastes sour and the cola and orange juice burn on first contact. I settle on ice water and two pieces of plain toast and my dad strides in searching for his keys while I’m chewing. “How was the party last night?” he asks absently. 

	I got over Jacob, high school parties and the entire concept of sex in one night. That’s how the party was. But I sigh and say, “Annoying. People drinking too much and acting like idiots.”

	Dad looks impressed with my maturity. “Well it sounds like we don’t have to worry about you too much, doesn’t it?” He spots his keys on the counter next to a container of dried pasta and sweeps them into his hand. 

	No one would’ve thought to worry about Devin before either. Maybe you can never do enough worrying. “Where are you going?” I ask him. 

	“Home Hardware,” Dad says. “I have some work to do in the upstairs bathroom and I can’t find my caulking gun.”

	Some things went missing while Devin was home. Neither of us mentions this possibility in relation to the caulking gun. Dad goes off to Home Hardware and I shuffle upstairs and listen to my cell phone messages. The first thing I hear is Jacob shouting into my ear above the din of a Kanye West tune, demanding to know where I am. If he sounded worried maybe I’d soften, not enough to keep seeing him but enough to wonder if he cared a little. 

	Jacob doesn’t sound worried. He sounds like the same pissed off drunken dickhead he was last night. I’m glad that the next two messages are hang ups but when I press end my cell rings in my hand. I freeze at the sight of Jacob’s phone number. What would a girl in a movie do? What would Morgan, who expects everyone to like and respect him, do?

	“Hello,” I say quietly. 

	“That’s all you have to say?” Jacob says. “Hello?”

	“Pretty much.” I try to sound like I never cared about him in the first place. This is what you get for expecting another person to be your magic, special thing. Consider me educated.

	“Shit, Serena.” He grunts into the phone. “You take off in the middle of Wyatt’s party and now you give me attitude. What’s with you?”

	“You really don’t know?” How can that be possible? My heart jumps against my ribcage.

	“How could I?” he asks. I wait for him to go on but there isn’t any more. 

	It’s humiliating to have to say it. I can’t believe I let myself get twisted up in this. What happened to the guy I sat on the same side of a booth kissing? Is he still in there somewhere along with asshole Jacob? 

	I think back to how we were in the beginning. How tender Jacob’s voice got whenever he thought I was feeling sad, the way he was always telling me how beautiful I was and how good I made him feel when we were touching each other. 

	“The way you see me…” I pinch my lips together and pace my bedroom, my fingertips sliding across the contents of my dresser like they’re Braille. “The way you see me isn’t right. It’s all about you. It’s like I’m not even a…” I stop moving and drop my voice. “It’s just sex. That’s the only thing that matters to you.”

	I loved making out with him, and when he’d tease my breasts and say how gorgeous they were. It’s true, I was always ready to whip off my top for him and let him do it. But Jacob seemed to get bored of those things more easily than I did. He wanted more, so I tried.

	The first time I put it in my mouth I almost gagged and had to pretend my jaw hurt instead. The main thing was, he liked it and told me I was good. Sometimes he’d say really dirty things while I was doing it. Some of them made me feel good because I knew he wanted me and some I didn’t want to hear because they made me feel wrong and almost…I don’t know…like ashamed or something. The thing was, back then it was never just the bad things on their own, there was always the nice things too—amazing kissing and Jacob’s awe-inspiring basketball player arms, him nuzzling my breasts and talking to them like they each had beating hearts of their own. 

	“C’mon,” Jacob says, like he can’t believe what he’s hearing through the phone. “We’re not even having sex, Serena. There’s never been any sex.”

	I’m quiet. He doesn’t see that the balance between good and bad things has been weighing out on the wrong side for too long already—him saying nasty things into my ear, always trying to convince me how much closer doing those things would make us. Or maybe he does see it, but it doesn’t make any difference to him. 

	“We were just kidding around last night,” he continues. “You know that. Why do you have to blow it up all out of proportion? Nothing even happened, did it?”

	Nothing happened because Aya upchucked and I pulled a disappearing act. Otherwise Jacob would’ve been quite happy to sit there next to me and watch Aya and I put on a show for all his friends, no matter how shitty I felt about it. 

	“I’m just sick of it, Jacob, okay?” My voice is whiny. I want to sound self-righteous but I can’t stop feeling sorry for myself. “I’m tired of things being wrong.”

	Jacob makes a frustrated noise into the phone. Then he says, “If it was just about sex I wouldn’t be with you, would I? So, look, what do you want me to do?”

	“Nothing, Jacob, okay?” For some reason I can’t stop saying ‘okay’. “This just isn’t happening anymore. We’re done. I’m tired of you pushing me, telling me what you want, making me feel like a slut—or not enough of a slut. I’m never just…” My tongue trips over my teeth. “…me.” A single hot tear squeezes out of my right eye. 

	Jacob coughs out the same aggravated noise he made earlier. “You like when we’re together too, Serena. You can’t pretend you don’t. If you took things too seriously last night…hey, that’s not how it was so I’m sorry you got it wrong.”

	“I’m not looking for an apology,” I tell him. “Not that that actually was one.” Yay for me, it turns out I can pop out some decent, movie girl lines after all. 

	“Hey,” Jacob says and now he actually sounds slightly worried, “I was loaded last night. I hardly knew what I was saying. If it was worse than I thought, I didn’t mean it. I know you’d never do anything you didn’t want to anyway. You’re not like that.” 

	Aren’t I? I rub the tear off my face and act like it was never there in the first place. 

	“Do you want me to come over later?” he asks in a mushy tone. “We can watch that Emma Stone DVD you wanted to see. I can stop at the mall and pick up of that S’mores popcorn you like first.”

	That sounds nice but if I follow it through in my head I know it will always turn out the same way, maybe not tonight, if he’s being good, but eventually. If I could cut out the things about Jacob I like and keep them I wouldn’t be left with anything close to a whole person. The whispering to my boobs, holding my hand when we walk and telling me I’m beautiful just isn’t enough. 

	“I can’t, Jacob.” My throat hurts but there are no more tears. “You should call someone else.” I can’t resist a final movie girl line. “And be nice to her, all right?”

	I hang up before he has the chance to say something I don’t want to hear. I switch my cell off, climb back into bed and wait for high school to be over.

	 

	_______

	 

	In some ways breaking it off with Jacob is like taking a step back in time. I’m still semi-popular at school (I’m still Morgan LeBlanc’s sister and I’m still thin) but I’m not a hotshot point guard’s girlfriend anymore. What’s more, I don’t want to be anyone’s girlfriend (or anyone’s FB either) and I let that be known, in subtle ways, to the guys who think I’m a fresh opportunity. Mostly I’m back to hanging out with Izzy and Marguerite but it doesn’t feel quite the same. I know they talk about things to each other that they don’t discuss with me and neither of them calls me at night unless it’s about homework or TV. 

	Jacob gives me the evil eye in the school hallways but says nothing. Twice Wyatt calls me a bitch. One time Jacob’s next to him and looks away. The other time Wyatt’s with Chaz and Orlando and Chaz tells me I’m damn cold. Nobody else seems mad at me but I feel less important. Is it dumb to miss hearing someone tell you how pretty you are with a special kind of tremble in his voice when being pretty isn’t supposed to matter anyway? 

	Dad seems to take my break-up with Jacob as inevitable. Mom asks if I’m okay and then zones out when I answer. Why do I bother when I know the only thing she wants to think about anymore—the one thing that seems to make her feel better—is shutting herself in the den to make eBay bids on retired Swarovski figurines to add to her collection? I always just end up feeling guilty for mentally interrupting her.

	But if Devin (the old Devin, that is) was around he’d congratulate me on ditching Jacob’s ass. He’d probably call me shallow for being tempted by basketball player arms in the first place but who is he to judge? And anyway, I’m not sure the old Devin even exists anyplace outside my head anymore. 

	Since he left I can’t seem to get through two weeks without having a dream about him. I wouldn’t mind except there are only two dreams that I have about Devin and both of them are bad. In dream number one he’s on a shouting rampage. First he takes on my parents and then he turns on me. The dream Devin says scathing things I’ve heard him yell in real life but he yells other awful things too. His mean streak is a mile wide and bone deep. It makes Jacob’s selfishness seem like a walk in the park, like wildflowers and baby bunnies. When I wake up from that dream I feel like a hollowed out egg but the other dream is worse and that’s the one I shake myself awake from tonight, a chill at the base of my spine.

	The dream starts like a typical scary movie scene. It’s night and a young woman (me) is scurrying under a decrepit looking city bridge. There aren’t any stars or moon but somehow I can see my feet on the cement. It’s not any particular temperature. I don’t feel hot or cold and there’s no wind and no traffic either. Quiet. Dark. Alone. My heart thumps frantically at the sound of footsteps behind me. Heavy. Slow. Like whoever or whatever it is knows it will get me in the end. I sprint for the other end of the bridge, where it should be lighter but isn’t, and anyway my legs can’t work up enough speed to escape. I run in slow motion, like I’m fighting air, until I’m sick to death of trying. I’m a goner and I know it. 

	I turn to see what’s behind me, expecting my heart to stop in fear. I’m positive it will be a psycho killer with a knife or some ancient horned evil but it’s neither of those things. A version of Devin’s standing there under the bridge with me. He’s gotten so skinny that he looks like something from a medical journal. His head doesn’t sit right on his shoulders and his anorexic arms are stiff like a zombie’s. I know in an instant that he wasn’t chasing me and doesn’t mean to harm me. He doesn’t even know I’m there. 

	He’s gone. Lost. 

	I stare at the empty person in front of me and watch him walk. He thuds right by me, into the night, his eyes dull in their sockets and his face expressionless. 

	That’s the moment where I wake up, alone in the dark missing a brother. He could be anywhere. He could be dead. I shiver and sweat at the same time, thinking about that.

	Back in mid-July a jogger in Newmarket stumbled across a body near a running path in the woods. The newspaper described it as a young white male, fully clothed. My mom’s hands started shaking and my dad kept saying there was no reason for Devin to be in Newmarket, no reason. We live about an hour away from Newmarket but I’ve never been there and I’d never heard Devin mention the place either. Like my father said, there was no reason for Devin to be in Newmarket.

	Only maybe he hadn’t started out in Newmarket. He could’ve been kidnapped or gotten himself in the middle of a drug deal gone bad. Maybe he was screwing some married woman and her husband found them together and got violent. My mind raced as my mom’s hands continued to shake. You never knew with Devin. He’d become the kind of person anything could happen to. 

	By the time he left us, he’d already lost touch with lots of his old friends. The only people I saw him with were ones who either wouldn’t look you in the eye or would stare for too long and make you want to take a step away from them. There were random girls too—one who wouldn’t stop shouting while they were in his bedroom and later stumbled out having forgotten to button up her jeans and another who I caught a glimpse of him having sex with (her miniskirt hitched up and her thong around her ankles) through the wide open bathroom door before I realized what was happening and took off for Izzy’s house. 

	“There’s no reason at all for us to assume it could be Devin,” my dad repeated, his face pale. “This article gives next to no details. The description probably fits a million people in this country.” 

	My mother said we should call the Newmarket police department and the suggestion made my dad raise his voice. “No one’s calling the police department,” he insisted. “Devin’s not a missing person. He left of his own freewill. We can’t ring up police departments across the country every time we open the newspaper, for God’s sake.”

	My mom scrunched up her eyebrows. “We’re talking about our son,” she said hoarsely. “If I have to call police departments across the country, I will.” 

	Mom snapped up the cordless and dialled information to ask for the number. Dad listened to her without offering another word of protest. The two of us sat there trying to piece together details from the half of the conversation we could hear. Mom’s fingers trembled worse than ever as she hung up. She said that the body had just been identified as a young man from Quebec but that the police wouldn’t reveal any more as the family had yet to be notified. I silently cursed my brother for making us miserable, even as relief clawed at my throat. 

	My mind sifts through it all again as I roll over in bed—dream Devin, missing Devin, the Devin who would’ve applauded me for calling it quits with Jacob and the one who raged at my mother, accusing her of trying to make him fat when she was only trying to get him to eat some pot roast and peas.

	It makes me so sad to think about that I can hardly stand it. Does anyone bother to coax Devin to eat dinner anymore? 

	



Chapter Four

	Ms. Yuen pairs me up with Aya Yamamoto for a conversation exercise in French last period. It’s the first time we’ve spoken to each other since that night at Wyatt’s but neither of us mention it. Aya’s French is almost as good as her English and that makes me angry with her. She’s too smart to act like a skank for people like Wyatt and Orlando. What was she even doing at Wyatt’s party? The people she usually hangs out with play the flute and top the honour roll. 

	I don’t say goodbye to her when the bell rings. I’m not holding her fully responsible for that night but she’s not innocent either. Now that I’m unattached I could easily spend too much time thinking about things that don’t really matter, like why people do the things they do, but I’ve decided that I won’t. What I need is to keep busy, and I’ve settled on the idea of a part-time job. 

	Last spring I started thinking that I’d like a baby blue scooter to cruise around town in. I could change my mind long before I have the money to buy one but at least it’s something to think about that doesn’t involve high school guys or serious amounts of talent in an as yet undiscovered area. 

	If I had a scooter now I could hop on and be home in a couple minutes rather than the fifteen it takes me to walk. Izzy’s mom picks her and Marguerite up almost every day but my house is in the opposite direction and since we’ve just started hanging out together again it doesn’t seem like a good time to ask a favour. Actually, even if I had a scooter I’d sooner ride in something with a roof this afternoon because it’s starting to rain. 

	I pull my hoodie over my head as I step outside. Not only is it raining but it’s cold. I bury my hands in my pockets and consider searching out Izzy after all. Her mom usually picks her up by the south doors near the office and I’m about to head that way when my eardrums pick up on Nicole Lapatas screeching at some lanky junior guy I don’t know by name.

	She’s only six feet away and I can’t avoid hearing her scream, “You’re disgusting! You’re going to be one of those guys whose best friend is his hand forever and who’s still living in his parents’ basement when he’s forty because no girl will go near you!”

	The lanky guy laughs, stares intently at his phone and intones, “Ooh, you’re sexy when you’re mad, Nicki.” I can’t see the image on his cell from where I’m standing but the noise from it’s clearly audible. Some guy’s shouting encouragement to Nicole, telling her she’s the hottest thing he’s ever seen and oh yeah, baby, YEAH, Nicki, baby, that’s it… 

	The guy looks up from his cell, a dirty grin stuck on his lips as he says, “You got some nice moves here. Why don’t you want anyone to see them?”

	Nicole grabs for his phone but she’s not fast enough. He yanks it into the sky above his head and laughs again as she jumps for it. “You are a frisky one, aren’t you?” He whistles low but flicks his eyes away from mine when he sees me staring. His laughter turns embarrassed and then stops completely. “Okay, okay—there,” he says, slipping the cell into his backpack. “Happy now?”

	“Fuck you,” Nicole declares, worry lines etching into her forehead. She reaches for his backpack this time, sliding the zip halfway down before he fights her off. 

	“Calm down,” he tells her. “Ree-lax, Nicole. Just chill, would you?” 

	Nicole hasn’t given up. Both her hands lunge for his backpack, all her weight and energy focused on it like she means business. The guy pulls back fast, spinning away from her and upsetting her balance. He doesn’t glance back to see her crumple to the ground. He’s halfway to the football field by the time I realize it’s up to me to do something. 

	Nicole Lapatas is lying across the littered cement, one of her legs folded under the other and her skirt askew. I step towards her, realizing as I do, that someone else is hurrying in her direction too. I bend down in front of Nicole and say, “Are you okay?”

	Genevieve Richardson, last year’s student council treasurer, crouches down next to me. She extends her hand to Nicole who takes it and pulls herself up. “God, that looks sore,” Genevieve declares, her eyes on Nicole’s injured bare right leg which is both scraped raw and covered in runny mud and itty bitty pebbles. 

	I groan inside as I stare at it. There’s a cigarette butt on the ground between us which could easily have wound up fused to her skin too. “It’s too bad you weren’t wearing pants,” I say sympathetically. 

	Nicole nods at me. Her eyes have filled with tears.

	“Are you all right besides that, do you think?” Genevieve asks, her long red hair falling over her shoulders as she scrutinizes the wound. “Does it feel like anything’s broken?”

	Nicole places her weight solidly on her right leg and shakes her head. At that moment Jacob and Orlando strut right by us. Jacob eyes Nicole’s leg and I’m sure he notices that she’s crying too, but he doesn’t say anything. Suddenly I want to run after him and thump him hard on the back. He’d either laugh at me or act like I was being hysterical and the thought eggs me on. I have the crazy feeling that I’d do it, if only Genevieve and Nicole weren’t next to me.

	“You’ll have to clean that out really well,” Genevieve continues. “You don’t want it to get infected.”

	Nicole winces as she peers down at her leg. “I hope it doesn’t scar.”

	“It doesn’t look deep,” Genevieve tells her. I nod in agreement, still visualizing smacking Jacob. 

	“Do you have a ride home?” Genevieve asks, throwing her hair back over her shoulders. “I can give you a lift.”

	Nicole sighs and stares off at a speck in the distance. “That would be great. Thanks.”

	I follow Nicole’s eyes to the disappearing guy who is now only a dot on the horizon. “Maybe you guys can run him over on your way home,” I offer. On a normal day I’d pretend not to have noticed what happened between them, out of politeness, but it doesn’t feel like an ordinary day anymore. 

	Nicole smiles thinly. “You promise?”

	The fact that he seemed to be watching some sexy footage of her that she wasn’t happy about is good enough for me. Like I needed another demonstration of how much high school guys suck. “If I can add someone to the list too,” I quip. 

	Nicole smirks and wipes her damp cheek with the back of her hand. “Since Genevieve’s driving I guess that’s up to her.” 

	The three of us are getting soaked standing there but Genevieve, with her perfect features and A average, still looks like a cross between young Gwyneth Paltrow and teenaged Nicole Kidman. “Come on,” Genevieve says impatiently, digging her hands into the pockets of her brown leather jacket. “I’m freezing.” She cocks her head at me. “Do you need a ride too?”

	“I’d love one.” Genevieve has never bothered to suck up to me because of Morgan. I can’t imagine her sucking up to anyone and maybe it’s dumb of me to feel mildly excited about catching a ride with her but if I don’t tell anyone it doesn’t count. 

	I let Nicole take the front seat in Genevieve’s not new but not ancient Honda Civic. Genevieve asks us where we live and begins driving in the direction of Nicole’s house. It’s quiet in the car and Genevieve explains that her speakers are blown. “I meant to buy new ones,” she says, “but I started to get used to the silence.”

	Then we’re back to a semi-awkward quiet that lasts until we pull into Nicole’s driveway. “Thanks for the ride,” she tells Genevieve before turning to glance over her shoulder at me. “Thanks, Serena. I’ll see you in English tomorrow.”

	“See you, Nicole,” I say back. We just finished Lord of the Flies in English this morning and I’m never going to pick up the book again if I can help it. Who wants to read a novel about how we’re all basically savages at the core? If that’s true, I don’t want to know it. 

	I hop in the front so Genevieve won’t feel like my chauffeur and as soon as I shut my door she says, “So have you seen the video? I didn’t want to mention it to Nicole because she seemed pretty upset but, really, she should’ve known better. You can’t let them film stuff like that.” Genevieve clucks in disapproval. “But I feel sorry for her anyway. It’s not like she can undo the damage, is it?”

	“Actually, I didn’t see the video. The guy Nicole was fighting with was watching it so I just heard a bit from his cell.” I have that Lord of the Flies dread in my stomach and wonder if I really want to know more. “What is it? Like a sex tape?”

	Genevieve shoots me a sideways look. “It was going around school today. I’m sure you’ll see it soon enough. Basically she’s doing a striptease for Liam Powers. Lots of shaking her naked booty and so on. You can imagine.”

	“That sucks.” I frown and look out the window. Nicole and Liam Powers have been hooking up since last spring. He’s a junior like Genevieve but not quite as popular. Whenever I saw Nicole and Liam together in the hall or cafeteria they were smiling. Now I’ll probably never see them together again. It occurs to me that things could’ve been so much worse with Jacob. “I can’t believe Liam would do that to her.”

	“Word is it wasn’t him that spread the video—that someone else stumbled across it on his cell and forwarded it around.” 

	I groan. “Everyone’s going to see it. That’s so unfair.” I have no idea what I’d do if it was me. 

	“Ridiculously unfair,” Genevieve agrees. “Now Liam Power’s some kind of hero and she’s a slut.” She combs her fingers through her wet hair. “That’s what people think.”

	I know it and I grumble, “I’m so off guys that it isn’t funny.” I don’t know that I’d call them savages like in Lord of the Flies but they’re not far off. 

	“Tell me about it.” Genevieve tosses her head back. “None of them at Laurier are worth spending more than five minutes with, and with some of them five minutes is five minutes too long.”

	A grin curves onto my cheeks as I look at her. I had no idea Genevieve Richardson and I were part of the same bitter club. “That’s way too true. I’ve actually sworn off high school guys entirely.”

	“You really think they’ll be any better once they’ve graduated?” she asks with a dry smile. “Nope, I think we’re out of luck until at they’re at least thirty, Serena.”
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