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PROLOGUE
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Sammie Barnard, newly appointed principal of Rock Bay Secondary School, wheeled what was now her big office chair back from her desk and held up the book she had just been given to look at its cover.  

The Benefits of Brain-Based Learning, the title read.  The author was Shelly Briggs, a household name among her and her colleagues, those who were in the know.  She smiled.  

She knew she’d have to brush up on the topic before presenting her research to her staff next month.  She would, though.  She’d find the time, still having a week before the school year officially began, to peruse the book and highlight the important bits so she’d have lots to talk about.  And her staff wouldn’t be able to complain about this new philosophy she’d been encouraged to pass down to them.

They couldn’t dispute it.

Research had confirmed it, and it was now widely considered to be best practice.

At least that’s what she’d have them believe.

She had no doubt she could do it.  She’d been briefed on her new staff and knew just who would buy in first, and once they did, they’d convince the others it was in their best interest to follow suit.  Teacher evaluations were coming up, and if for no other reason she could threaten those holdouts they’d better adapt their teaching practices to suit what was considered the next big thing.

She’d been through this before.  She’d embraced past best practices, most recently becoming involved in First Nations matters back in Whiskey Creek, before Truth and Reconciliation had even been a thing.

And in having done so, she’d been recognized for being the leader she was and, after subsequently having put her name in the principal pool, was given the promotion she was currently enjoying. 

She was ahead of her time.

She was also looking forward to presenting her findings to one-up vice-principal Jan Wigglesworth, to whom she’d taken an immediate dislike.  For one thing, because she’d been afraid to do her VP duties, they’d had to resort to promoting long-time teacher Mark Jeffries as temporary vice-principal, an unneeded expense in her eyes.

For another, Jan Wigglesworth, herself aiming for a promotion—which Sammie saw as a direct threat to her current position—had thrown her support behind a student-led club, The Stigma-Free Club, and after what she’d heard had been a very successful assembly last spring involving local celebrity Paula Day, had begun to make headlines.  And she’d seen on her calendar they had another one scheduled in October.

Sammie couldn’t have that.  It was her job on the line.

She suspected Jan was as genuinely interested in the issues to which the Stigma-Free Club was bringing attention as she herself was the First Nations curriculum.  Or her current obsession, brain-based learning.  She didn’t begrudge her that.

It was how you played the game.  

But she’d be damned if she was going to let Jan Wigglesworth, who in her view couldn’t even do her actual job, get the best of her.
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ASHLEE​
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CHAPTER 1
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Ashlee Nichols stopped in front of the boys’ bathroom and shook her head as she read what was posted on the door.  A piece of paper, taped up there, announced the bathroom was ‘CLOSED DUE TO VADALISM.’  She chuckled, said a few choice words for whomever it had been who had made the spelling mistake, then proceeded to the girls’.

Posted on this door was a poster for the Stigma-Free Club, announcing that the group’s next meeting was Wednesday and that everybody was welcome.  

She stopped, tore it from the door, crumpled it up and threw it on the ground.

Then she marched into the bathroom.  No one was in here at this time of day.  Not even Tessa Lancaster and Felicity Morris, sitting on the counter vaping and staring down all who had come in to do their business in the stalls. 

You know where they are right now, a voice told her.

She threw her backpack down and studied herself in the mirror.  The eyes that looked back at her shook her, at first, for she hardly recognized them.  For a split second, in fact, they had terrified her.  She closed them tightly, took a deep breath and re-opened them, now more accustomed to what she was looking at.  

This isn’t you, she thought.  Are you really going to do this?

The truth was it was too late.  She’d called that bitch out, and now it was show time.  

She turned on the water, splashed some on her face and dried it off with the sleeve of her hoodie.  Then, grabbing her backpack, she left the bathroom and strode down the stairs and out the front door.

Her school, Rock Bay Secondary, was nearly deserted, it being twenty minutes after two on a Friday afternoon.  Both staff and students had departed long ago, leaving only a few cars in the parking lot.  But Ashlee knew better than to expect a lot of those students, who would usually abandon the premises at the two o’clock final bell and head to the greener pastures of video games and chat rooms, to have gone straight home today.  A fight was an event not to be missed, and she knew they’d already be gathered behind Impulse awaiting the best live entertainment they’d be given in a while.

She found her favorite playlist on Spotify and turned it up, humming along to the opening riff of “My Mr. Hyde” by the Creatures of Habit.  “You look so satisfied, and it hurts,” she sang with Noah Weston, still her idol despite the band’s recent attempt to reinvent itself with a new lead vocalist after Noah’s fall from grace.  She smiled as she did so.  The music was pumping her up, and she began to picture herself strolling up to Impulse and proving to that bitch once and for all that she should have stayed in her fucking lane.  

Then she thought about what Lindy Walsh, her old dance teacher, would have thought about what she was doing.  She turned up the volume to try to perish the thought.  That was a long time ago.  And Lindy was gone.

She knew, however, what the vision of Lindy was trying to tell her—that she knew very well what she was about to become involved in was strictly against school policy.  And what could happen to her if she were caught.   But she also knew that rarely, if ever, had she heard of any of the admin venturing off school property if it meant causing even more work for themselves.

When she’d begun here three years ago, as a bright-eyed middle-school graduate, she’d feared the big, bad high school and those who ran it.  Over the past few years, however, she, like the rest of her classmates, had learned by trial and error what they could and couldn’t get away with.  Those who couldn’t seem to stay out of trouble also found out that things weren’t as scary as they’d once seemed, and that the admin were pretty much powerless as long as you could convince your parents that whatever you were being accused of wasn’t your fault.  She’d heard about kids having done all kinds of stuff, believing at the time they’d be expelled or transferred elsewhere, only to see them in the hallway days later.  Ashlee had never been that kind of kid.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  Until the afternoon of October 18, last year, the day it all went wrong.

She was halfway through the parking lot when she remembered Silas having told her he wanted to talk to her before the big event.  She was sure of what he was up to.  He was going to try and talk her out of doing this, tell her one more time that she was wrong about what she perceived to be the intentions of Makhayla Johnson.

“Let’s talk,” she said to herself as she changed direction and headed behind the school towards the Sinkholes, a series of trails amidst pine trees and blackberry bushes connecting the school to Maple Street and the beginning of downtown.  She found him waiting for her on one of a half-dozen chairs that had been taken from the cafeteria and brought out here to a clearing far enough away from the school so as not to be noticed.  She sat down across from him.  

“You really gonna do this?” he asked.

She nodded.  “Yeah.  No choice now, right?”  She offered him a sarcastic grin, to make sure he knew what she meant.

“You have a choice,” he replied.  

“Do I?  What choice do I have?  Back down, and just give her what she wants?”

“You’re wrong about this,” he said.

Ashlee smirked.  “I’m not interested in your theories.  I’m interested in kicking her ass.”

“If you get caught—”

“Are you suddenly worried about what might happen to me?” she asked.  “Oh, thanks so much.”   She followed this by turning her head and pretending to react to a sound she’d heard, a gesture that served to tell him that no response was necessary.

When she looked back his way, he was looking hers, attempting to make eye contact, seemingly pleading with her.  She refused and instead looked away again quickly, afraid to stay for a moment in his sights for fear of second guessing herself.

When she’d first met him, shortly after the day it all went wrong, there hadn’t been much about him she’d liked.  She’d found him overly critical.  He’d make comments that she’d found blunt, even harsh.  The closer they’d become, however, the more she came to realize how alike they were, how they seemed to be able to communicate without words, how they complemented each other.  She also came to see how she’d come to rely on his confidence.  He’d become, in a sense, her protector—unmovable, indestructible.  

Ultimately, however, no amount of support or encouragement from Silas was able to save her from herself.  She’d soon become convinced that he, like her best friends, had betrayed her.

He, like them, had become dead to her.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said.

She said nothing.

“What’s the point?” he continued.

She thought of responding, then changed her mind.  Doing so would just lead to more attempts to talk her out of what she’d made up her mind to do.  She’d had enough of that.  She’d seen what she’d seen, heard what she’d heard.  And for all the attention he was giving her right now, where had that been lately?

“Well,” she said.  “I should get going.”  She stood up.  “Coming?”

Silas remained seated.  “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yep.”

“What happened, Ash?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she responded.  “Let’s start with you never wanting to do anything anymore.”

“I would,” he said, “if you’d stop acting like this.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

He shrugged, implying to her that she was right.  She shot him a look that told him so.  He was the only person left that she’d trusted, and she’d seen him turning from her.  This gesture confirmed it.

“I thought I could talk you out of it.  I care for you, Ash.  I really do.  But—”

“But what?”

Silas hesitated, appearing to choose his words carefully.  “You’re different,” he said without looking at her.  “You’re scary.”

“Scary?” she replied.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Silas sat speechless.

“Crazy, you mean?  Crazy?  Is that what you’re saying?  Crazy like my mom?”

“No, I—”

“Fuck you, Silas,” she said, grabbing her backpack and storming off through the Sinkholes.
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As the trail she was on came to an end, she glanced backward to see if he’d been following her.  He hadn’t.

I can’t stop you, he’d said.

But why wasn’t he trying?

You’re scary, he’d said.

She thought about that.  Was she?  Had she changed since they’d met?  She hadn’t thought so.  But the reality was that she was now a few blocks away from doing something she’d never considered until a short time ago.

What she did know was that it had begun on October 18, the day it all went wrong.  She hadn’t even known him then.  They’d run in different circles, different cliques.  She’d decided two years ago that, against all odds, she was going to try and make her school a better place, make her classmates actually care about something other than themselves.  She’d gotten the idea that the best way to do this would be to form a club, and with the support of her friends Livi and Kaitlyn and new vice-principal Miss Wigglesworth, the Stigma-Free Club was up and running by the end of September, its purpose being to make both staff and students aware of mental health issues and how they affect those close to us.  She’d even had local celebrity Paula Day from the Better Day Foundation speak to the school, a rousing success, and had then reached out to local organization My Truth and lined up a guest speaker for another assembly. 

When she told her mother about her idea, her mother, who had already spoken to the club a few times, offered to come and speak as well, as a representative of someone close to her who was suffering from a mental health issue.  In her case, it was bipolar disorder.

The assembly had gone well.  The teachers that the club had counted on to bring their classes down to the theater did, and her peers, though she wasn’t naive enough to think that most of them weren’t playing on their phones the whole time, were receptive, loudly applauding both her mother and Kendall from My Truth.

It was later that day, as she was walking up the stairs back to her math class from taking a washroom break, out of sight but not out of earshot of the office, that she overheard the principal, Miss Barnard, talking with Miss Wigglesworth.

“Why on earth did you let that crazy woman be part of this?” she’d asked.  What Miss Wigglesworth’s reply had been, Ashlee couldn’t remember.  She’d been in shock.  Instead of going back to class, she abruptly turned and crept back down the stairs to her locker, grabbed her stuff, went home, and cried her eyes out in her bedroom until her mother had come home.  She told her the kids had enjoyed the assembly and thanked her for having done it, but never told her what Barnard had said.  She texted Livi and Kaitlyn that night, and did tell them, then told them she was done with the group until further notice, which led to a chat with Miss Wigglesworth, who, unaware of what Ashlee had heard on the stairway and confused by her sudden decision to exit the club, agreed to run it until she came back.

She never did come back.  Instead, in a move designed to give the big middle finger to Barnard, she refused to do anything more to help the school.  She began to skip classes, distancing herself from her friends but enjoying the freedom she’d previously only heard about.  She began to frequent the vape pit in the Sinkholes, though she didn’t smoke, and there met admin-public-enemy-number-one Darius Tucker, and in her piece de resistance slept with him at Tessa Lancaster’s brother’s party.  

By the time she met Silas, she and Darius were done.  At least from her perspective.  

Then she’d heard about Makhayla Johnson, allegedly appointed to step in and replace her as the leader of her club.

The fight was to take place, as all fights had, did and would, behind Impulse Foods, the high-school black market cleverly disguised as a convenience store.  Apparently under constant police surveillance, it had always been here, a Shangri-La for students, supplying them daily with energy drinks, tortilla chips and illegally sold cigarettes, which Ashlee figured was how Kenny, the owner, paid his rent.  Behind the shop, hidden from the curious glances of passers-by, was a small field, a piece of not-quite-public property whose only purpose seemed to be, and to have always been, a forum for teenagers to settle their differences in a physical capacity.  

Ashlee stopped in front of the store and took a deep breath.

You really gonna do this? she asked herself.

Before she was able to answer her own question, she began to hear the voices.  They had spotted her and were now approaching her, filming her, egging her on, anxious, it appeared, for the festivities to begin.  

Show time.

She brushed by them attempting to ignore them, but when she got behind the store, there were more, as she’d expected.  About fifty of them, she guessed, who erupted at the sight of her.  Beyond them, in the far corner, stood Makhayla Johnson with three of her friends.

She wondered briefly where Silas had gone, if he had followed her here after all.  She would have liked to have had someone 

her protector

in her corner.

And then they all stepped back, forming a ring, and the two combatants were encouraged to step forward.  Ashlee threw down her backpack against the back of the store, and Makhayla handed hers to Megan Ramsay.

She looked around.  There was a look in their eyes she recognized.  She’d seen it before in the bathroom mirror.

You’re scary.

Then someone shouted “Fight!” and the chant was taken up.  The phones came out.  There would be no words between Makhayla and herself.  The time for that was over.

Show time.

She moved in closer as the volume of the chanting increased.  As she did, she caught Makhayla’s eye.  If she’d thought the bitch would have been afraid to fight her, she’d been wrong.  And she’d brought her friends.  They squared up, and she glanced from Makhayla to her friends, and just as she was wondering how bad this may get Makhayla threw the first punch, an awkward blow that caught her off guard and glanced off her cheek.

The pain it may have caused she would feel later.  What it did do was bring cheers from the group of onlookers, which scared her even more than anything Makhayla may have had in store for her.

She instinctively shrugged it off, more to get the crowd to stop than to try and intimidate Makhayla, then threw one of her own, which Makhayla was able to dodge completely.  The cheering turned to laughter, and in that moment, Ashlee came to the realization that calling her out had been a bad idea.

If the worst she thought would happen would be to get beaten up and publicly humiliated, however, she was wrong.  For before another punch could be thrown by either of them, she began to see people scatter.  

Then there was a voice behind her.  “Okay, folks,” it said.  “This is over.” 

She turned to see new liaison officer Norton and temporary vice-principal Jeffries.  Her first thought was that she’d been wrong about admin not venturing off school property.  Her second was to grab her backpack and attempt to flee like many of them had already done, but they were standing between her and it.

Then it was Mr. Jeffries who spoke.  “You and you,” he said, pointing at her and Makhayla in turn.  “Come with us.”

The two-block walk back to the school escorted by Norton and Jeffries seemed to last forever.  She kept her head down, as did Makhayla, not saying a word, and even before arriving at the school and being ushered upstairs and into Barnard’s office, she knew what would happen now.  She recalled her vision of Lindy Walsh warning her about just that, and how, maybe, she should have listened.  But she hadn’t and would now be facing the consequences.

Officer Norton did the honors of explaining to Barnard what had happened, then asked Ashlee to have a seat in her office.  Where Makhayla had gone, she had no idea.  But she hardly had time to think about that now.  The door closed behind Officer Norton, and Ashlee was left by herself while outside the door she assumed he was filling the principal in.  Her eyes scanned the office as she sat awaiting her fate.  They landed on a motivational poster, one of many dotting the walls. “Together we can do great things,” it declared, above which was a picture of a group of army ants carrying the body of a dead insect.

Just then, the door opened.  Barnard entered, sat down and wheeled her large office chair over to face her.  “Would you care to explain to me exactly what happened?” she asked.

Ashlee looked at her, then immediately looked away.  

She’s loving this, she thought.

She focused on the ants and told her story, omitting specific details to protect the innocent.  Barnard listened, taking notes on her RBSS notepad.   Midway through, Mr. Jeffries popped his head in and told her someone was on their way.

“Can I go now?” Ashlee asked after telling her all she was going to tell her.

Barnard looked up from her notepad.  “Your mother has been notified and is on her way here to pick you up,” she said.  “I think we should have a chat with her before you go.”

This was adding insult to injury.  She knew what Barnard thought about her mom.  Maybe I should have a little chat with her myself, she thought.  Tell her what you said.  But she knew that was impossible, given her current situation.  It would sound ridiculous.

Crazy.

Barnard went on.  “You know, this isn’t really like you,” she said.  “You’ve been in a downward spiral since the beginning of the year.  I’m beginning to think that this may not be the place for you.”

Ashlee couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  

“And just so you know, your little escapade today will be going to Principals’ Review, where a decision will be made about the best course of action moving forward.”

“What does that mean?” Ashlee asked. 

“Well, at minimum a two-day suspension,” the principal replied.

“And at most?”

Barnard wheeled her big chair forward and smiled.  “Expulsion,” she said.
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