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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to those who were mistreated, ignored, and dismissed.

––––––––
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IF YOU ARE STRUGGLING, please tell someone.

People want to help you.

You are not alone.

YOU matter.

––––––––
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THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Some characters were inspired by real people. While their names might be the same, any other similarities are purely coincidental. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue:

The End of October. The End.
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I need to go before anyone tries to stop me. Austin will be home soon and once he opens that door I’ll be stuck. I won’t do it, not today. He’ll smile, we’ll talk, and I’ll feel that false sense of security. I’ll start to relax. I can’t relax. I know what happens after that. Nothing. Everything. The same old thing.

Austin, I’m sorry that the sense of security you gave me was false. I know you didn’t mean it, it’s the security that’s wrong. You have been good to me, even when I didn’t deserve it. That’s why I’m leaving you this journal. Please hide it from my mom and my aunt. Nobody else will want it. I hope the words I leave behind find a good home with you. You can have my umbrella too. It never did me any good.

Goodbye. 
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PART ONE: Winter

January – April
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1. How to Die / Naomi
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I still can’t stop thinking about Cornelius and how he killed himself. I didn’t know him well, Austin didn’t even know him well and they’d been roommates for two months, so I don’t know what made him do it. He seemed okay. Normalish. Regular family with two parents, a little sister, and a dog. I would never be depressed if I had a dog. Doesn’t seem like it helped Cornelius. We had a dog when Mom died—I don’t think it helped her either.

It’s been two months since he died. Two months and a week. He jumped onto the Décarie Expressway from an overpass, right after sunset. Did he wait until that time to be considerate to drivers, hoping darkness would make their memories less traumatic? Austin got back to their shared room late, and Cornelius was long gone. He left a note, of sorts, in his journal. What did he do in the time between leaving McGill residence and jumping off that bridge? Was he waiting for darkness or working up courage? Austin won’t let me look at the journal. He won’t even talk about it, so I don’t know if he’s read it yet. I’d like to read it. I think it could be useful. Wouldn’t knowing what was going on in Cornelius’s head help me to recognize similar thoughts and prevent a similar outcome? I feel like I’m destined for suicide. I’d like to have tools to change my fate. I’m not sure I’d use them, but having them would be better than nothing.

Despite possibly trying to cloak his suicide to reduce the impact on the drivers heading home, many people were affected. Nobody wants to talk about the details, except for me, but I saw pictures and even a video of the pile-up that night, before I learned that Cornelius was involved. It looked like rush hour was moving well until one car swerved and the next one braked, and the next ten or so crashed. I don’t think Cornelius meant for that to happen, but didn’t he realize it was a possibility? Didn’t he think it through? So many people ended up in the hospital that night and I heard that two died, although I never found an official confirmation.

Cornelius was nice to me. He always offered me food when I was with Austin, even if we’d just finished eating at Bishop Hall. He was quiet, but nice. He wouldn’t have wanted to cause so many other accidents. He wouldn’t have wanted so many people to be hurt by his death.

So, it makes me wonder, what is a good way to die? Because surely he did put thought into it, probably a lot of thought. I’ve put a lot of thought into it too. Like mother, like daughter. It’s not that I want to kill myself, but I don’t always want to be here. I wish I’d known him well enough to talk to him about it. I wish Austin would let me read that journal. I wish Cornelius was still alive. I wish a lot of things.

“Hello? Anybody home?”

I jump at the sound of Austin’s voice. It’s too loud in my small room. Too loud for my dark thoughts. I make an exaggerated move to sweep my bangs behind my ear, and sniff loudly to hide my startled reaction.

“What?”

“Where’d you go?” he says. He sits at the foot of my bed, leaning back against the wall, laptop resting on his legs.

“What do you mean? What are you talking about?” I hear the words come out of my mouth too fast, like I’m accusing him of something we both know he didn’t do, so I take a deep breath. Settle down, Naomi. Settle down.

“Why would you ask if I’m home? I mean, this isn’t my home, really, it’s residence, but I’m right here. You know I’m home.”

He looks at me like I’m the one not making sense.

“Just an expression, Mimi,” he says. He’s the only one who calls me Mimi. I like the way he says it, like Mom used to.

“I don’t know that expression,” I say. My tone is still sharper than it should be, but I lean my head against his shoulder so he knows I don’t mean it.

“I was wondering what you were thinking about,” Austin says. “You’re so far away.”

I lift my head to make eye contact. He has these cool hazel eyes that sometimes look grey. My eyes are such a dark shade of brown that they’re almost black.

“Cornelius.”

He doesn’t react. He doesn’t shut down the conversation though, like he usually does. It seems like an opening.

“I think it would help to read the journal,” I say. I control my words so they come out slowly. He doesn’t move away but he closes his eyes.

“Mimi.” His tone makes my name sound like a warning.

“It would help me,” I say. Doesn’t he want to help me? So I don’t do the same thing? Or, my version of the same thing, ending with the same result. I want to ask Austin why he’s not interested in my protection, but I can’t figure out how to do it. He’ll just leave, and then we’ll have to find our way back to each other again.

“Okay, fine,” I say. “You asked what I was thinking about.”

He nods. Opens his eyes to look at me again.

“You’re right,” he says. “I guess I was hoping we could move on by now.”

“Okay,” I say. I’m responding to respond, but he’ll likely take this one single word as an agreement to move on. It’s been two months. What’s the appropriate length of time to grieve a boyfriend’s roommate?

“Can we talk about something else?”

I nod. He can talk about whatever he wants to talk about.

“Mimi.”

He knows me too well.

“What.” The word comes out of my mouth flatter than a slashed tire.

He doesn’t know what to say next. There is a silence that starts to fill the room like a balloon, blowing and expanding to take up all of the space. We stare at each other, both of us waiting for the other one to speak, more tired than angry.

“Want to go for a walk?” he says, popping the tension balloon.

A walk is his concession to me. He hates to walk. Hates winter, hates being out in the dark, hates making an effort when he would rather stay home. Walking up the mountain is my favourite escape no matter the time or weather. He’s offering me an olive branch.

“Yes, please.” I say. And then, “I would love a walk, Austin.”

We gather our winter gear. Heading out on a January night in Montreal requires preparation. We have long johns, boots, mittens, toques, and parkas with fur-lined hoods. Everything is fleece, wicking, or waterproof. We don’t speak while layering and doing up zippers. I lock my door after we leave my room, unlike most of the students in my residence. Nothing’s been stolen yet, as far as I know, but I imagine it’ll happen one of these days. I need the bathroom, so Austin waits for me in the hall. Why don’t guys ever need the bathroom? It takes forever with these layers, so by the time I’m done I’ve worked up a sweat. Great. I pull the door towards me to escape from this bathroom, and the gust of hot air from the hall blows my hair back behind me. I feel sticky and gross, like I need a shower. But then I see Austin.

Kind, thoughtful, handsome, Austin. He stands across the hall, leaning against the wall, staring towards the elevators. He’s the only person I know who doesn’t spend every spare minute on his phone. He turns towards me and a smile spreads across his face.

“Hi,” he says.

“Hi.” We stare at each other as though we’ve never met before, even though we’ve been together for two years. He looks at me like this sometimes and it feels good but also weird because I can’t tell what he’s thinking. Or if he’s thinking about me. Maybe he’s staring at me but thinking about this semester, an assignment, or his family. Maybe he’s thinking about breaking up with me. I don’t think so though. Maybe he’s not thinking about anything at all.

“Wow.”

His voice breaks the spell that had us both transfixed, so I step through the doorway and let the door close behind me.

“Wow?” I say. He’s still staring, still smiling.

“Your cheeks are so rosy, and when you opened the door it looked like a fan was blowing straight at you.”

Rosy. Huh. So, not sweaty or gross. Even now my clothes stick to me and everything feels clammy, but somehow Austin sees something else. Something more.

“You are so beautiful, Naomi.”

I cross the hall as Austin opens his arms to welcome me in, and then wraps them around me, tight. Everything feels perfectly right when we’re like this. Even my winter gear doesn’t scratch or bother me. I look up at him, looking down at me.

“Are you trying to get out of our walk?”

He chuckles. He looks so suddenly wonderful that now I’m reconsidering going outside.

“No, no. Just appreciating you, Mimi.”

He drops his head down to kiss me as I move mine up to kiss him, and we both misread the moment so our noses collide at an awkward angle. He laughs again. Kisses me quickly before I move and mess it up, and then he pulls away. Not as tender or passionate as the first attempt would have been, but that’s okay.

“Let’s go,” he says, and he’s off, pulling my mitten-covered hand behind him. My man. I don’t always think of him and feel googly, usually I’m more frustrated or bored, but every once in a while I feel flutters like when we first fell in love. Austin: cute, dependable, the nicest guy you’ll ever meet, full of joy and gratitude. He makes everything better and helps me want to stay alive. My man. I hope we never change.
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2. January. A Year Ago. / Cornelius
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This new year doesn’t feel any different. Midnight was nice with Mom and everyone happy and dancing. I went to bed before the party ended, a little after midnight on the first day of January. I thought I’d wake up and everything would be fresh. There was a buzz in the city for a few days but it wore off. Same city. Same problems. Same loneliness. Same me. Nothing new. Nothing different. Man, I wish something would change for once.

Six months until high school graduation. And then what? Is there any point to school for someone like me? I don’t want to go back tomorrow. I didn’t do any homework over the break. Here I am, writing my first entry in this new journal, because even THIS is more appealing than homework. I don’t know why Mom gave me a journal for Christmas. I’ve never asked for one or written anything for fun. She told me she thought I would like it, but I heard her on the phone saying that I never talk anymore, so I guess that’s it. She must have found some Instagram post or parenting tips about teen communication or something, so she’s trying. I don’t mind though. I like her trying. It’s better than when she’s too busy working to pay attention.

Dad didn’t call this Christmas. That makes it ten years since I’ve seen him and five since we’ve talked. For some stupid reason I thought he’d call. I think Mom keeps the landline specifically for him, which is stupid. Mom’s always done stupid things for Dad, even though he always let her down. And me. This time, I didn’t care. I was listening for that bring-bring from Mom’s old-school phone the whole day, until dinner time when it hit me that it wasn’t going to happen. He was too busy having happy joy-filled holidays with his new family. Not so new anymore I guess, considering that he left us for them when I was six. He’s been out of my life for longer than he was in it. Well, he still visited now and then after he left, before his girlfriend got pregnant. When his new kid was born it was like he forgot he already had a son. Me.

But that’s okay. It’s better with him not around. I didn’t think so at first but Mom and I found a groove. If anything, I’d rather have a brother than my Dad. It gets lonely here.

Well, I don’t know what Mom expected me to write about in this journal so I guess I’m just rambling. Are you reading this, Mom? Is this how you want us to communicate now? Better not be. I’m only trying it out and if anyone reads it, I’m done. How could I be honest in here with someone reading along? Mom, you better shut this book right now if you’re reading, put it back in my drawer, turn out my light, close my door, and don’t invade my privacy again.

I wonder if she stopped. Or if she was even reading. I think she respects my privacy. I don’t know if she snoops or what else she does when I’m not here. But I’m usually here. I don’t want anybody snooping through my stuff, not even Mom. There was too much snooping at camp last summer. It was more like a detention centre than a camp, the way they ran it. The website described it as an “Adventure Camp for Teens,” because I guess that’s good marketing. I was in the oldest age group, so I felt stupid AND had to work the hardest. I hate thinking about that place. Makes me feel dark and tight. But I can’t stop thinking about it. It’s been six months and I still have nightmares. Actual nightmares where I wake up scared. And angry. Those people. Makes me so mad. I can’t write anymore.

––––––––
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OKAY. BETTER. I WENT outside to cool off. Is this journal thing a good idea? I wrote one thing and it pissed me off so much that I had to stop. And the rest was boring AF. I don’t know, Mom, I hope you’re right. You are right a lot, so I’ll keep at it for now.

Let’s see, what else to share. Nothing new since my school break was so lame. I didn’t see anyone except family for the whole two weeks. I don’t know what happened to the kids I used to hang out with. One by one they all got too busy for me. Mom’s family is great, though. Aunt Geena is always so funny. She’s nice to everyone but she’s especially nice to me. At Christmas, she led me to the front of the food line and poured me a glass of wine, right in front of Mom! Geena said “Oh, you’re almost legal, Corn,” which isn’t true because the legal drinking age in Ontario is nineteen. I’m not even eighteen yet. I don’t know what Mom thought because she didn’t say anything and I drank it fast, before anyone could take it away. Maybe too fast because it didn’t taste great. Not sure why wine is so popular.

Aunt Geena was the one who talked to me after everything at camp. Mom tried to, but she didn’t know what to say. I get the feeling Aunt Geena has been through a lot. She got this angry look in her eyes when I told her about the counsellors and it was like she’d gone somewhere else, far away. There was a weird, awkward minute between us but it passed. She makes everyone feel at ease. Wow, look at that, Mom, a brand new journal and I’m saying things like “at ease.” Guess I’m suddenly a writer, huh?

Okay, now I’m thinking about camp again and I don’t want to go back there. STOP STOP STOP. A guidance counsellor once said to picture a STOP sign when my thoughts are running away from me, so STOP for F’s sake. I want to end on something good.

Hm. Can’t think of anything. Well, that sucks.
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3. Mixed Messages / Austin
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I close Cornelius’s journal and stand to put it back in its hiding spot. Nobody knows I have it except for Naomi, and I’d like to keep it that way. I’m trying to understand why he wanted me to read it. I don’t want to, but he asked me to, so I feel like I should respect his final request. Cornelius died in October, and now it’s January, and I’ve only now been able to read the first entry, which was written a year ago, after Christmas. He sounds so sad. What happened in ten months to make him kill himself? Nothing seemed terribly wrong during the short time that we were roommates. He always had a smile on his face and seemed happy-go-lucky. So different from the person in this journal. His dad left when he was six? That’s not what he told us. And he didn’t have a sister or a dog? On the first day we met, he said his sister’s name was Madeline, Maddie for short. He said they used to joke about Maddie being mad when she was in a bad mood. The details of it. Why did he think he had to make up some perfect family? Why did he think we would care? And I don’t know what happened at his camp but it sounds bad. Gets my stomach tied up in knots whenever he writes about it. I have to stop and take a break. I feel guilty because I’ve barely started. Naomi would have finished the whole thing by now. But I also think taking my time might be a good way to honour Cornelius. Like, his words should be read slowly, reflected on, and the next entry anticipated. I don’t want to rush through it. I still feel messed up about it all and I haven’t told Naomi or anyone how it’s affected me. I think I’m grieving, even though we didn’t know each other well. Or, it seems, I didn’t know him at all. I think I’m grieving and I need to take my time with my grief and with his journal. And I need to keep it from Naomi. I need to protect it. And protect her. Seems like no one protected Cornelius when he was alive.

I place his journal in a shoebox in my closet, stack the box with my other shoeboxes, and close my closet door. Naomi compliments me on my shoes but she never goes near the boxes. She doesn’t want to mess up my collection. I reach for my backpack and pull out my laptop. I’ve got two assignments and a lab report due this week and I haven’t started anything. I haven’t even done the lab because I mixed up my days and missed it completely. It’s unlike me. I got straight A’s in grade twelve. I don’t know if I’m messing up because of Cornelius or it’s the difference between high school and university, but I don’t feel up to this grind. I haven’t had to struggle or work this hard before, and I never mixed up days or missed classes. I’m trying to get my head back in the game before Naomi notices. Or my parents. Trying.

I sit at my desk, log in, and open up the lab notes. My professor accepted my excuse that I was absent because I was sick, and offered me an opportunity to reschedule the work for tomorrow. I need to know what to do so I can get it done fast and get out of there. But when I see the questions and explanations, nothing makes sense. There are a few familiar terms and the course name (CHEM 120 General Chemistry 2) at the beginning, but the rest of it makes no sense. I don’t understand. And even worse, I don’t understand why I don’t understand. I’ve been going to chemistry. I’ve been keeping up with the work, and it’s mostly made sense. I should know how to do this lab. I should at least know what the questions mean. I flip through the pages online, telling myself that eventually I’ll get it. But I don’t.

My phone pings, jarring me out of my trance. My heart pounds through my shirt, a Christmas gift from my parents. I force a quick breath before opening my text messages.

“Hi Austin, this is Geena. You might remember me from the funeral?”

Fuuuuck. I have no idea what this is about but it can’t be good. It’s like she could tell I was reading about her in Cornelius’s journal.

“I hope you don’t mind me reaching out. My sister gave me your number.”

How did her sister even have my number? I couldn’t talk to her at the funeral and the school arranged for his things to be returned. 

“Cornelius’s mom. She gave me your number. It was in his phone.”

Right. Still, I can’t answer her. I need to know what she wants. At least a little bit of what she wants.

“Cornelius was my nephew.”

I wait. And so does she. I’m too confused and unprepared to respond, but I soon see the three typing dots that suggest she’s ready to say what she wants to say, with or without my reply.

“We need to talk. Not like this. I’d like to meet for coffee if you’ll be home anytime soon, but Zoom or FaceTime is okay too.”

No. I don’t want to talk. I definitely don’t want to see her if we talk. I don’t know why, she seemed nice at the funeral, but the thought of a conversation with Aunt Geena makes my chest constrict. I don’t know why. What does she want from me, anyway? I barely knew Cornelius.

A minute passes with no more texts, so I guess she’s leaving it at that. Good. That’s what I’ll do too. Hopefully she’ll forget about it. I stare at my phone until the screen goes dark. Then I put it in silent mode and stick it in a drawer. I have to figure out this lab. My professors must have been given some kind of notice to be extra helpful or supportive or something, since I’m the roommate of “That Kid,” but I don’t know how long their generosity will last. I also don’t want it. I want to do the work the way I used to be able to. I don’t want their pity, it feels disrespectful. Like I’m using Cornelius for my benefit. I wish I didn’t need so much pity these days.

I lose track of time as I flip between the lab sheets and my notes from class. Things start to make a little bit of sense. Very little, so I’m still frustrated, but at least it’s not nothing. I feel like I should ask someone what to do, since they’ve all done the lab already, but this semester just started and I don’t know many kids in CHEM 120. None of them well enough to ask for help. I don’t like asking for help even with people who aren’t strangers.

Pound, pound, pound.

The loud banging on my door startles me so much that I grab the edge of my desk so I won’t fall out of my chair. I hadn’t realized how silent this room is. Or how hot.

Pound, pound.

“Austin, you in there?”

Max. My Floor Fellow. Floor Fellows are supposed to be “student leaders in residence,” but the first time I saw Max in Frosh Week, after the day I moved in and he introduced himself, he was passed out on the hallway floor, outside his locked door, at three in the morning. He seems nice but that night really surprised me. I like to go out, and Montreal is great, but I’m not into partying so hard that I black out. I think he also got the “Be Nice to Austin” memo, because before Cornelius died I rarely saw Max but now he checks in on me most days. I don’t like feeling like an obligation.

He keeps knocking so I stand up and walk the three steps to open the door. I don’t want him to try the handle because it’s not locked and he’ll let himself in. It’s happened before.

“Hey, man,” Max says. He looks like he could be here on an athletic scholarship, but he’s not. He’s actually really smart. I don’t think he has to work for it either, which frustrates me. I didn’t think I’d have to work for it, but I was wrong.

“Hi, Max,” I say. I keep the door mostly closed and stand in the small gap it makes with the doorframe. I don’t want Max in my room.

“Have you had dinner yet?” he says. Somebody down the hall laughs too loudly and Max turns his head. Then he looks back to me. “Some of us are about to head to Bishop if you want to join.”

Dinner? What time is it? I read Cornelius’s journal this morning and then started working. Did I miss lunch? Wait, did I miss class? What day is it?

Max stares at me, waiting for my answer.

“Uh, no,” I say.

“Oh, great. Grab your shoes and let’s go.”

He smiles and something about his mouth catches me off-guard. It’s a friendly smile, and kind, so I’m not sure why I feel a pang of something—sadness or anxiety, maybe—in my chest. But then I realize: it reminds me of Cornelius. They look nothing alike, not one thing, yet their smiles seem similar. It’s sadness that I feel. The reminder of a smiling Cornelius makes me sad.

“Oh, uh, no, I meant, thanks anyway but I can’t come to dinner.”

His smile flattens to a frown. Now he looks into me, concerned.

“Are you sure, Austin?”

I nod.

“I have a lab,” I say. I gesture towards my desk with the laptop and papers strewn about. “Chemistry. I’m behind.”

“120? You want help? You know I’m a TA for that, right?”

I did not know that. Part of me wants his help, but none of me wants his pity.

“Oh, no, I’m fine. Thanks anyway.”

He stands there another minute, tilts his head to one side, and squints his eyes a little.

“Okay,” he says. “If you’re sure.”

I force my own thin-lipped smile and a small nod.

“Want me to bring food back? I can explain the lab then if you’re having trouble.”

This guy is persistent. He takes his Floor Fellow job, or that memo, seriously.

“I’m okay,” I say. “Thanks, Max.”

I start to close my door.

“Better get back to it,” I say.

I lift one hand in a half-hearted wave before I shut the door. I stand motionless, waiting for him to leave, so I can turn the deadbolt. It’s too silent. I watch his shadow in the gap between my door and the floor, and I hear him exhale before he walks away. I wonder what that was about. Did he actually want to help and feed me?

I return to my desk chair and lab notes, but my focus is gone and I can’t concentrate. Now I do want to go to dinner, but it’d be weird to see Max, and whoever else is with him, after I just rejected him. I can’t do any work and I don’t want to look at my phone in case Aunt Geena has messaged me again, so I open my closet to get my coat. I’ll go for a walk and buy myself dinner. It’s a waste of money since my meal plan covers my food, but I can’t face Bishop Hall right now. I reach for my boots and my eyes land on my shoeboxes, stacked neatly on the floor of my closet. The one with Cornelius’s journal is second from the bottom. I’m suddenly curious, filled with a desire to keep reading. It’s so strange. Up until now the thought of Cornelius’s journal, and anything else about him, filled me with dread. Sometimes I even feel nauseous when a memory appears out of nowhere. Maybe his journal would help me to understand Aunt Geena, so I can decide what to do about her texts. Maybe it would help me to understand Cornelius better. Maybe it would help me to understand myself better, if he wrote about me after we became roommates. Maybe it would just help.

I forget about my boots and reach instead for Cornelius’s box. I carry it with me to my bed, sit back against my pillow, and lift off the lid. Dinner can wait.
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4. Late January. A Year Ago. / Cornelius
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It’s been weeks since I wrote in here. Sorry, Mom, if you’re reading. I think you’d want me to write more. Now stop reading for F’s sake. Can’t I trust you? Don’t you trust me?

I don’t know what this book is for. I don’t know how to write my thoughts (like you said to when you gave it to me) without getting pissed. The kids at school are mostly dicks. They laugh when I walk past them, call me names and make fun of me because I’m so big. Mom, I know you say I shouldn’t use the word ‘fat’ to describe myself. I get the psychology, I guess, but let’s face it. I’m fat! When I was a kid and not FAT yet, they used to make fun of my name. “Hey Corny, do you have any popcorn?” Super clever, idiot. I was so worried they would rhyme my name with words like horny or porn, but it never happened. I guess they’re so focused on my size now that they don’t even remember when my name was a joke. To them. Whatever.

A lot of the teachers are dicks too, at least they’re dicks to me. But my English teacher, Ms. Hewitt is nice. It sucks that this semester is over next week, because her class is the only one I don’t mind. She makes me feel like I’m a good writer, which is obviously BS but it’s nice to pretend. We had an assignment where we could hand in an essay or a short story, and I chose the story. Something about writing fiction felt fun. It came naturally. Ms. Hewitt said I had great ideas and was “especially talented at writing dialogue.” I don’t know if I’ve ever felt as good about a compliment from a teacher before, not that I can remember a lot of compliments.

That gives me an idea. Maybe I should use this book to write stories. Huh. Why not? Let me try it out and we’ll see.

The rising sun shines through the tall pine trees, making them look like silhouettes against the pink-red-blue sky. The lake is calm. No one is awake. No one but me.

I take another step along the trail but my foot lands on something hard. I don’t need to look to know that it’s probably a rock. Without glancing down or second-guessing myself, I continue on, not wanting to break my stride. The wake-up bell will ring soon and I don’t want to miss this time alone on the dock. It’s the only nice moment of my days here at camp.

I push through the bushes to get to the clearing but that’s when I discover that I’m not alone. There’s never been anyone here so early before. At first all I see is skin—pale, freckled skin—and movement. I’ve never seen naked bodies in real life and the sight of them close up is so unexpected that I can’t move. I’m frozen with shock. But even before I clue in to what’s happening, something seems strange. Off. The guy, I can’t see his face but I think it’s a guy based on his back and broad shoulders, is pumping hard. He’s flopping all over the place with his whole body, unlike anything I’ve ever seen. He looks like a dying fish. The person underneath him on the dock is motionless. Well, I can only see her legs (his legs? I can’t tell from this angle) and the soles of her/his feet. Totally motionless. A running shoe lies on its side, laces dangling down into the water. Everything looks wrong.

The guy tilts his head back while also turning slightly, and now I know who it is. Bradley. One of the counsellors. The head counsellor. Head douche. I watch as he arches his back, lifts one hand off the dock and pulls it behind his head, fist clenched. What? What is Bradley doing? I know, but I don’t want to know. The other person does not react, doesn’t flinch or move at all, and I want to scream for Bradley to stop, because he’s clearly doing something awful, something violating, and now he’s about to punch this unconscious person? I try to open my mouth and find my voice but my face is numb. My lips won’t separate for me to scream.

And then, suddenly, the girl/guy/victim starts to murmur and he punches her/him/them and they get louder and he gets faster and before I know it, I’m pulling him off of her and I haven’t said a word. He’s flailing his arms and trying to get away from my bear hug but let’s face it, his jock physique is nothing compared to my three hundred pounds, so I lock him in tight while I pin him to the dock.

“Get off of me, you shit,” he yells. “Do you know who I am? You are so dead.”

I stay quiet. I don’t think he’s seen my face so there’s a small possibility he doesn’t know who pulled him off of this girl. I look at her. She’s still not moving. Her shirt is torn and her face is dirty and blood-covered, but she’s easy to recognize. Annie. One of the campers. I don’t have friends here but I pay attention so I know who everyone is. She’s a year or two younger than me. How did this happen?

“Are you listening to me? Cornelius.”

So much for anonymity. My name sounds like a curse coming out of Bradley’s mouth. This boy is pure evil.

“That’s right, I know it’s you, Cornelius.”

I can’t listen to him. I look to Annie. She’s turned her head towards me. She’s staring into me with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen.

That’s it. That’s all I can write tonight. I am worn out. Short stories are powerful, even when they’re made up. It didn’t happen like that. There better not be anyone else reading this. Later, journal.
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5. Secrets / Naomi
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He doesn’t know I’m reading it. He doesn’t even know I found it. Austin still thinks he can hide things from me. I mean, maybe he can hide secrets, like me, finding and reading the journal, but Austin thinks he can hide an actual, physical object from me in his little dorm room. Come on, now. I’d be amused that he underestimated me if it didn’t feel like such an insult. Does he think I’m an idiot? But also, why won’t he share it with me? Does he think I’m reading it for gossip? Or I need to be protected? Does he think I’m a child?

The girl in front of me turns, makes eye contact, and then faces forward again. What’s that about? It forces me back into this moment, into this boring lecture. Now, she slides forward in her seat and swivels her whole body around. Great. This should be fun. Girls like her are never nice to girls like me.

“Did you do the assignment?” she says.

I nod. Of course I did the assignment. Does she think I’m an idiot too?

“Can I have it?”

Seriously? People here think they can just take my stuff, like it’s no big deal? Like the hours I spent working on it have no value?

“You want my assignment?” I say. I try to STAY POSITIVE AND DON’T JUMP TO CONCLUSIONS, like Austin always says I should
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