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Chapter 1: Media Meltdown
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Felicity was in eighth grade and really looking forward to her last year of middle school. She’d been in this school district since kindergarten and had friends she’d known ever since then. But what had surprised her lately was that some of her friends were changing in ways she wasn’t sure she understood. It was the time of life when their bodies were changing as they were becoming women. The boys were mostly still shorter than the girls, but some had voices that were doing funny things.

Brad, her next-door neighbor, was walking to school with her one morning when Kim came up to them and ignored her completely to put her hand on Brad’s arm. Looking at Brad who raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders, Felicity just rolled her eyes.

“So, Brad, you going to the bonfire before the first football game at the high school?” Kim asked, fluttering her eyelashes at him as she asked her question.

“Don’t know, Kim. Isn’t that just for high school kids? We’re not there yet, remember?”

“Yeah, I know but there’ll be some beer and weed there if you know who to ask. It’d be fun,” Kim gushed and looked up at Brad expectantly.

“What do you think, Felicity? I don’t know about crashing a high school thing and my parents would kill me if I came home smelling like beer and weed.”

Kim looked crestfallen as she’d hoped to be able to say that she’d gotten Brad, the coolest, cutest guy in eighth grade to take her to the bonfire. So, what if they were a little young? No one would notice them.

“Um, Brad, I don’t think we’d be welcome there crashing their party. We’re gonna be going to school with them next year. I don’t want to make any enemies before we’re even there. Ditto for the beer and weed. I’d never be allowed out of the house alone again,” Felicity answered seriously.

“Well, thanks, anyway Kim. I think we’ll skip it and wait till next year when we’re really invited. Felicity’s got a good point about not pissing anybody off before we’re even there. I don’t want to get called a party crasher,” Brad said as he moved away from Kim.

Kim was forced to scramble to hurry up to maintain her grip on Brad’s arm and she shot an angry look at Felicity. “Well, I wasn’t really asking Felicity to go with me, just the two of us anyway. If she’s afraid, that doesn’t mean you and I can’t go,” Kim answered.

“Uh. Kim. That’s just it. I don’t want to go if Felicity’s not invited. She’s right about what’s wrong with going. I’m going to pass on this. OK?” Brad said, seemingly oblivious to the steam coming out of Kim’s ears.

Giving Felicity a parting look of hatred, Kim dropped Brad’s arm and stormed off. 

“You don’t need to miss anything because of me, Brad. You really made her angry. I don’t think that’s the last we’ll hear from her. You’ve just made an enemy. She was drooling over you till you told her ‘No.’ She didn’t like being turned down. She’s not used to it.”

“Hell with her. Let’s get going. I’m not going to worry about her. You’re imagining things anyway. I surely didn’t see any drool. Ha!”

“For a smart guy, you’re pretty dense when it comes to girls, Brad. I bet you don’t know they all think you’re really hot. Am I right?”

“Could we just drop it? This is ridiculous as far as I’m concerned,” Brad said exasperated and uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.

Neither Felicity nor Brad went to the bonfire Friday night though Kim and a few of her girlfriends did crash the party. As they’d hoped, beer and marijuana were available along with as much alcohol as they wanted. Facebook, Twitter and Instagram photos started appearing of kids either drunk or high. All the eighth graders were buzzing about Kim and a few others who looked drunk in the photos circulating. At first Kim was proud of the attention but then as the day went on, she started to get uncomfortable with the attention.

At lunch, Kim came and sat down with Felicity and Brad and a few others in their group. Everyone got quiet when Tim asked Kim what she was thinking going to the bonfire? “I wanted to have a good time, so I went. What’s it to ya?” Kim answered defiantly.

“The photos of you make you look awful. Did the high schoolers have sex with you too after you got drunk and high with them? Doesn’t look like you were very aware of what you were doing,” Adam said with a sly look.

“No! Why would you say something like that?” Kim asked outraged.

“It’s no more than what everyone is saying. I’m just saying it to your face instead of behind your back.”

“Oh, leave her alone. She’s still the Kim we eat lunch with every day,” Felicity said to shut off the train of conversation and give Kim a break though she was secretly wondering the same as everyone else was about Kim’s escapades that night.

“I don’t need your help with anything, Felicity. I’m so done with this lunch and with this group,” Kim announced as she abruptly pushed her chair back and got up.

“What got into her?” Brad asked no one in particular as they watched her disappearing back.

“Who knows? More importantly, who cares? She is really down on you though, Felicity. What’s that about?” Max asked.

“Only a guy wouldn’t get that. She wants Brad and is jealous because Brad spends so much time with Felicity,” Marnie said.

“Ooh, this conversation just got too crazy for me. Let’s drop it.” Brad said as he made a face and then grabbed another piece of pizza.

Nothing much happened the rest of the day but the next morning in the cafeteria, Tricia came rushing up to their usual table holding her phone out in front of her saying, “You’ve got to see this! You’ve got to see this! You won’t believe it!”

Everyone looked up expectantly, even the tables on either side were watching what was so important. Breakfast time in the cafeteria tended to be boring because everyone was still a little sleepy. Ever since they’d closed the Starbucks kiosk on the way to school, no one could get caffeine in a sweet, gooey drink in the morning to help wake them up. They needed something to grab their attention and today that was news, real news.

“Look at this picture that Kim posted of you, Felicity. The caption is the worst part.”

Everyone crowded around to look at the photo and there was a collective gasp from her table.

“What the heck? That photo is from a slumber party last summer and I was just waking up. Yes, I had bed head hair, and my eyes were barely open. But you all know I wasn’t at the bonfire after-party. We were watching movies in Kendra’s family room. Kim says this photo is from the bonfire party and that I’m drunk. What?! She can’t get away with that, can she?” Felicity said, outraged and concerned.

“Well, she may think that she’s going to, but let’s talk to Kevin. He’s our techie go-to genius guy. We’ll see what we can do about this.” Brad said, an ominous look on his face. Kim had become more and more of a pain lately with her obvious pursuit but trying to smear Felicity this way couldn’t be ignored. Brad was willing to just ignore her obvious attempts to get his attention, but this was too far and shady and just wrong. As one, Felicity’s friends vowed to help her combat this vicious lie.

As the morning went on, Brad and Felicity met with Kevin who posted something else on Facebook and Instagram that clarified the situation about Felicity and her real whereabouts the night of the bonfire with a mention of Kim as the one who was causing trouble. It did make whoever posted the original picture and caption look like a liar and someone just out to cause trouble. When lunch rolled around, Felicity and Brad and their friends went to their usual table to hear the updates on how their counter-campaign to clear Felicity’s name was going. Kevin was happy to report that people had posted supportive comments. Some of those had even accused Kim of trying to start a scandal. 

As lunch went on, things settled down and the kids started talking about the upcoming algebra test. However, when Kim walked into the cafeteria, got her tray, and then headed toward their table as usual, things got noticeably quiet. That was highly unusual because the cafeteria was never quiet unless it was empty of kids. When she came to her usual spot at their table, Brad, Felicity, Kevin, Marnie, and the others all stood up and picked up their trays without saying a word. Still not making eye contact, they filed away and sat at another table on the other side of the cafeteria. 

Kim was left alone at the table, and the entire cafeteria was looking at her. She didn’t know what to do or say. Finally, when the stares from those near her didn’t stop, she said, “What are you doing? Do you know who I am? I’m a cheerleader. I’m popular. You’re not. So, leave me alone!” Her voice rose in volume with each word till she was shouting at the end.

As the administrators on lunch duty started to move her way, Felicity got up and started to make her way toward Kim’s table, her old table. Brad and the others followed her till they were all standing, circling the table.

“Just tell us why you did it, Kim? What were you thinking?” Brad asked, anger in his voice.

“I just wanted you to stop hanging around with Felicity. That’s all,” Kim said, her eyes filling with tears.

“Do you think it’s a small thing to try to smear someone’s reputation just to be mean? What’s funny here is that YOU were the one drunk after the bonfire, not Felicity. She was with me and all our friends at Kendra’s watching movies that night. What you did was awful,” Brad said and looked at her with repugnance.

“Alright. It was wrong. I won’t do it again,” Kim said quietly when she looked around and saw what felt like the entire cafeteria watching her.

“Is that all?” Tim asked. “Aren’t you even going to apologize? What’s wrong with you?”

Looking up at Felicity, Kim managed to squeeze out an insincere, “Sorry.”

Felicity just looked at her, having trouble understanding the lengths this girl would go to just to be with Brad. If she only knew that betraying another fellow student the way she had was the surest way for Brad to ignore her permanently.

“To be honest, you don’t sound like you mean it, Kim. What you did was mean, and it wasn’t fair. What kind of friend have you become? No one cares if you’re popular or not. Try just being a real friend to any of us and you’ll be surprised how easy it is to be friends with us.”

The tense moment ended, not really resolved to Brad and his group’s satisfaction, when one of the assistant principals came over and said, “Is there a problem?”

Of course, all the kids said that everything was fine and then got up to go to class. That night, Twitter, Facebook and Instagram lit up with chats and comments about what Kim had tried to do to Felicity with new comments about the confrontation in the cafeteria. Fortunately, Felicity had many friends and acquaintances who knew her and liked her. Kim, whose popularity was often precarious because of her snobby attitude and the stunts she tried to pull on other people, found herself being judged by all to be a mean girl and totally at fault. 

Kim’s friends kept texting her all night with updates on who had “unfriended” her or posted another negative comment. The whole incident grew and grew until Kim didn’t know what to do. She felt like she’d fallen from her self-anointed post of most popular, most beautiful eighth grade girl. She’d done things like this before without so many kids ganging up on her, saying really awful things. 

When her mom checked on her around eleven, she pretended to be asleep and turned the ringer off on her phone so she could stay connected with her friends without her parents knowing. Not only had her plan to get Brad not worked, but the whole thing had also backfired on her. Everyone seemed upset with her. Who knew Felicity had so many friends? 

By early morning, Kim didn’t know what to do. She didn’t think she could face the kids at school today. Desperate, she thought about taking some of her mom’s pain pills that she always just left in the medicine cabinet in the kitchen. Pills, lots of pills. She thought about cutting her wrists, but that sounded too scary, too messy, too painful. She thought about how she’d look floating dead in their pool. She didn’t really think she could take her life though it sounded like a better alternative to going back to school and facing all those disapproving, judgmental looks again. She wasn’t used to anything but approval on kids’ faces. This was new. She’d almost decided to take the pills since that sounded like the easiest way to kill herself when she got a phone call around 5 a.m.

“Hello? Felicity? Why are you of all people calling me? Did you want to gloat?”

“Yeah, it’s me. I just got a call from Kevin saying everyone is ranking on you pretty bad for what you did. And no, I didn’t call to do that too.”

“That’s putting it mildly. They all hate me. I don’t get it,” Kim moaned.

“That’s your problem, Kim. You don’t get that what you did to me was terrible,” Felicity said calmly.

“No. I guess I don’t. I don’t know what to do. I even thought about taking a bunch of pills tonight
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