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    Chapter 1 – The Beginning 
 
    “That was then, this is now / Here we go, starting over / You decide, change your mind / Miracles happen every day” – The Beginning, RuPaul 
 
    Arya 
 
    “So, this is it then?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mia,” I reply. “I never meant for us to end up at East Side Academy.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize, Arya,” Mia says. “This is a fresh start for us.” 
 
    “A fresh start at our rival high school,” I joke. 
 
    “Are you worried?” Mia asks. 
 
     “I just don’t know how well they’re going to like us being here,” I say. “Two West Siders switching to East Side halfway through the year? It’s not normal.” 
 
     “You're exaggerating, Arya” Mia says. “We'll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “But wait, I thought I was supposed to be the big sister? How come it's you that's calming me down?” I look at Mia. We look alike in a lot of ways. Tanned skin, long brown, wavy hair, green eyes. Her hair is on the darker brown side while mine is more golden and I am slightly taller than her, but I fear that she will soon grow taller than me, which isn't saying much. 
 
    “You have a lot of emotions, Arya.” Mia says. “Sometimes you just need someone to keep you in check so that you don’t go completely crazy.” 
 
    “Completely crazy?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, we all know you’re a little crazy.” Mia smiles. “But it’s not a bad thing.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say sarcastically. Deep breath. “I didn't think I would be this nervous.” 
 
    “Remember what you said, Arya? This is a new beginning for us,” Mia says. 
 
    *** 
 
    Transferring to East Side Academy was not what I had planned when I started my Grade 11 year at West Side Academy, but after only a week into the second semester, I didn't have much of a choice. And unfortunately, my sister, younger by just two years, was caught in the crossfire as well and came with me. East Side is our rival school, it's everything West Side is not. Where West Side is rich and prestigious, East Side is just making ends meet. Where West Side wears uniforms and has prefects, East Side can barely get their students to follow the dress code. Where West Side has the best teachers, offering high-level classes, East Side struggles to ensure all the required classes are offered. So why would someone send their child to East Side over West Side? Is it the money? Well yes, but West Side is not a private school, there is no fee for admission. The big difference between the two schools is that West Side is a Catholic School and East Side is a Public School. The schools are part of two different boards, and it is obvious that the Catholic School Board receives more funding than the Public.  
 
    Now there are plenty of students at West Side that are not Catholic. Actually, there are probably more non-Catholics than Catholics at the school. They just know that they can get a better education at West Side, and if that means taking one religious class a year, then it's worth it. But not everyone feels that way. Not every parent wants their child to attend a Catholic School, not every student wants to attend a Catholic School. Not every student wants to surround themselves with the preppy snobs of West Side either. West Side Academy is as close as you can get to a fancy private school without actually being a private school. The Catholic School Board funding along with generous donations from the rich families of the school helps the school maintain its prestigious appearance. So if you don’t come from money or aren’t Catholic, West Side isn’t the most welcoming school. So it’s not surprising that West Side is dominated by rich families and less fortunate families end up at East Side, having to sacrifice a proper education, which isn’t fair but is unfortunately true.  
 
    My family is Catholic, and my dad is a dentist, so there was never really a question of which high school Mia and I would end up at. Mia's experience of West Side was short-lived, just a semester of Grade 9, so I am confident she will be fine with the transition. She didn't get enough time to make a name for herself at West Side, just exceptional grades that East Side was more than happy to accept. She didn't get a chance to make close friends. But it's different for me. I'm supposed to be graduating next year, and now I have switched to a school that will only know me as the West Side snob because of the school I attended for the past two and a half years.  
 
    As much as I’d like to think I’d go unnoticed, these East Siders will know me. You can’t be captain of the soccer team that has defended their title for the past two years and go in unnoticed. Even if they don’t know me, they know of me. This was supposed to be my third year leading my team to victory, a Grade 11 leading a senior team is unheard of, but a soccer player like me is unheard of. Oh, and one more important difference between West Side and East Side, while West Side dominates academics, East Side dominates athletics. So of course, East Side will know me from helping to take their title the past two years. Mia doesn’t get it. They are just going to see me as a West Sider, that I think I’m better than them, but it’s not true. I just don’t know how to make them believe that.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Here are both of your class schedules and a map,” Mrs. Slughorn says, handing pieces of paper to both Mia and me. The pretty dark-haired secretary has a friendly face, all eyes and lips, but beautiful, nonetheless, and she is being very kind to two students starting the semester a week late. I was expecting annoyance at our arrival. Ms. Pince from West Side was annoyed any time she had to do any more work than simply looking at her screen, but Mrs. Slughorn is different. Although, I know that Ms. Pince had a personal dislike for me ever since I bumped into her and spilled her coffee all over her blouse when I was in Grade 9. Never have I heard a woman shriek that loud. After that, I forever feared asking her for anything. I used to call her a fire breathing dragon. I swear, she would glare at me any time I was in her peripheral vision. She was also young, so there was no hope of her retiring or leaving West Side any time soon. “Now I've written your locker numbers on the top of your schedules. You can drop off your bags and then head to your first class. Let me just write both of you a late slip so that you don't get any trouble from your teachers, but they should already know that you are coming.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Locker 647,” I say as we walk out of the admin office. “On the second floor in the science wing, where’s yours?” 
 
    “259,” Mia replies. “On the first floor it looks like. What courses do you have?” 
 
    “Let’s see. Physics, Chemistry, Ancient History, and English,” I reply. “You?” 
 
    “French, Math, English, and Music,” Mia says. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take you…” I start. 
 
    “No Arya,” Mia says. “I can manage this on my own.” 
 
    “It’s a new school, I just want to make sure you make it to your first class okay,” I say. 
 
    “You didn’t seem so concerned when we were at West Side?” Mia says. 
 
    I take a deep breath. “West Side and East Side are two very different schools. I don’t know the people at this school, and I don’t want to leave you on your own.” 
 
    “You do not need to worry, Arya,” Mia says. “Let this be our new start. I promise to come to you if anything goes wrong, but let's just make the best of this while we are here. A fresh start, remember? Away from West Side.” 
 
    “I guess you are right,” I reply.  
 
    “And just think, no kilt, no Religion class, no Ms. Pince, no…” 
 
    “Princess barbies with their kilts so short that you could see their asses,” I interrupt. 
 
    Mia laughs. “Pretty sure your kilt was rolled up as well.” 
 
    “Okay sure, but not to the point where you could see the colour of my thong when walking up the stairs,” I say. 
 
    “Ha! You'll never change Arya. You do realize there will probably be a version of the princess barbies here as well,” Mia says, and just then a girl with a very deep V-neck pink sweater and jeans at least two sizes too small walks by. Or struts, I can hear the click-clack of her heels down the hall. 
 
    “Do NOT dress like that, Mia,” I say when the girl is out of earshot. 
 
    “Yeah, like Mom and Dad would ever let that happen,” Mia says. “Anyway, I think we should at least try to make an appearance in our first class.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess I’ll just see you later then. Good luck with the first day. And make friends with someone in French,” I say. 
 
    “Why is that so important?” Mia asks. 
 
    “Because the extent of my French is Bonjour, Aurevoir, and ca la vie," I say. Mia laughs. “Not kidding, Mia. I’m lucky I’m not taking Grade 9 French with you right now.” 
 
    “Happy first day Arya,” Mia says as she turns away. I just stare at her walking away from me. A new start. A new start for both of us. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Now please turn to page 35 of your textbooks.” I hear as I close the door behind me. I turn and see everyone look at me. Great. “Are you the new student?” the teacher asks from the front. A middle-aged woman with straight brown hair past her shoulders. Her black dress pants and green dress shirt make her look smart, but her high brown boots make her look fashionable. 
 
    “Yes,” I reply. 
 
    “Secord. Arya Secord?” she says looking at a sheet in front of her. I nod. “Well, welcome Arya. I hope you had no issues finding the class.” 
 
    “No, Ms. McGonagall,” I reply, silently thanking myself for checking the teacher’s name on the schedule before walking in. 
 
    “Excellent,” Ms. McGonagall says. “Now everyone, please welcome Arya Secord to our class. I trust you will make her feel right at home. Arya just transferred here from…” 
 
    “We already know she’s from West Side,” I hear a male voice call out and then whispers filtrate throughout the class. 
 
    “Silence please, everyone,” Ms. McGonagall says. “Arya please find a textbook from upfront and an empty seat and then we can return to class.” Ms. McGonagall glances at me, a knowing glance, an apologetic glance. Whether it was for the call out from someone in the class or that a West Sider switched to East Side, I have no idea. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – You’ve Got a Friend in Me 
 
    “If you've got troubles, I've got 'em too / There isn't anything I wouldn't do for you / We stick together and can see it through / 'Cause you've got a friend in me” – You’ve Got a Friend in Me, Randy Newman 
 
    Arya 
 
    I take my time leaving the classroom, no one comes up to talk to me. They all just leave in their little cliques that have probably been established since Grade 9. But I can feel them look at me and I know they are talking about the new girl. 
 
    “It’ll get better,” Ms. McGonagall says, and I turn and see that I am the last one left in the classroom. 
 
    “Thanks, I’m sure it will,” I say, not believing it. 
 
    “They’re not bad kids but being from West Side they just automatically assume that you think you are better than them,” Ms. McGonagall says. 
 
    “I don’t think that, Ms. McGonagall,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” Ms. McGonagall says. “Although I am curious as to why you would transfer to East Side halfway through Grade 11.” 
 
    “There were just some issues at my old school, so I ended up transferring here,” I say. I’m not going to go into the details of why Mia and I are now at East Side Academy. 
 
    “Okay, well if you need anything, just let me know,” Ms. McGonagall says. “Personal or class-related, I'm always here." 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. McGonagall,” I say. “I should probably head to my next class.” And with that, I leave the class and head to my locker. 
 
    “So, you must be my new locker mate.” I hear as I start turning the combinations of my lock. 
 
    I look and see a beautiful tall girl with dark skin, curly black hair pulled back in a ponytail, and beautiful brown eyes. “Yes, that's me,” I say. 
 
    “You must be new. My name is Diana,” she says. 
 
    “Arya.” I say. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You too,” she says. “What grade are you in?” 
 
    “Eleven,” I reply. 
 
    “Oh okay, same as me,” she says. “What school did you come from?” 
 
    I hesitate slightly. “West Side Academy.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says. “Well I guess this is quite the change for you then.” She doesn’t say it rudely, more as a matter of fact, because it is true. A West Sider coming to East Side is a big change. 
 
    “Yes, it took me so long to choose an outfit this morning, not used to having so much choice,” I say. 
 
    Diana laughs. “Did you like wearing a uniform?” 
 
    “Honestly, yes,” I reply. “Just because it was so much faster to get ready in the morning. I didn't even have to think about what I was going to wear. But I haven't done back to school clothes shopping since elementary school, so my closet is lacking." 
 
    “Makes sense,” Diana says. 
 
    “Sup Diana,” a tall guy with dark skin and short black hair says, coming up next to her. 
 
    “Hey, Teddy!” Diana says. “Meet my new locker mate, Arya.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Arya,” Teddy says with a friendly smile. “You must be new here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply. “First day.” 
 
    “She’s from West Side,” Diana says. 
 
    “Oh,” Teddy says, a little surprised, but not judgmental. “Well welcome to the dark side, there are plenty of people here who will bite, but I promise we won’t.” I laugh and he smiles. “What grade are you in?” 
 
    “Grade 11, same as us Teddy,” Diana says for me. 
 
    “Would you please let Arya talk, Diana?” Teddy says jokingly. “She’s not going to want to be friends with us if you don’t let her talk.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Teddy,” Diana says. “We were getting along just fine before you got here.” 
 
    “Maybe to you, you were getting along, doesn’t mean Arya feels the same,” Teddy says and then turns to me. “You can tell her to shut up anytime Arya, she talks far too much and asks too many questions.” 
 
    “Hey!” Diana says, slapping Teddy on the arm. “Don’t listen to him, Arya. But feel free to tell him to take a hike whenever he annoys you. Like now.” Diana eyes him. 
 
    “Sorry, hun,” Teddy says. “You're stuck with me for the next period. And your favourite class too!” 
 
    “Shut up. Minus Lisa and the other two barbies, I love Chemistry,” Diana says. 
 
    “Chemistry?” I finally interject. “I have Chemistry next as well.” 
 
    “Ms. Lockhart?” Teddy asks. I pull out my schedule and confirm that yes, it is with Ms. Lockhart. “Great! You can sit with us then.” 
 
    “What other classes do you have?” Diana asks. 
 
    “Physics, Ancient History, and English,” I reply. 
 
    “We’ll see you in English as well then,” Diana says. “Mr. Trelawney?” I nod. “Would be in Physics with you as well but decided to take it last semester. Already taking Math and Biology this semester.” 
 
    “Why do you do this to yourself?” Teddy asks. 
 
    “Getting into training for my Asian six-pack,” Diana says while patting her stomach. 
 
    “Asian six-pack?” I ask. 
 
    Teddy rolls his eyes. “Grade 12 - Chemistry, Physics, Biology, Advanced Math, Calculus, and Data Management. Three sciences and three maths.” 
 
    “Wow. Impressive,” I say. 
 
    “You’re probably able to go for it as well,” Diana says. “We can do it together.”  
 
    I laugh. “That’s a no to Data Management,” I say. “I’m not taking any more math than I need to.” 
 
    “Finally, a logical person,” Teddy says. Diana hits him again. “Ow!” Teddy rubs his arm. 
 
    “We should get to class so we’re not late,” Diana says. 
 
    *** 
 
    Chemistry went fine. I got looks from all the students in the class but having Diana and Teddy with me almost acted as a shield. Ms. Lockhart seems like a decent teacher; she loves the subject she teaches so that generally is a good sign. I saw Lisa and the other girls that Diana had mentioned before. And yes, they did look like your classic barbies, with Lisa having blonde hair and the other two having brown. I saw Lisa glare at me initially but then diverted herself to talking to what looked like the popular guys in the class. 
 
    At lunch, I looked for my sister and when I saw her in the middle of a group of people talking and laughing, I thought ‘maybe things would be okay here’. 
 
    I sat with Teddy and Diana at lunch and they introduced me to their group of friends, George, Lincoln, Eleanor, and Sarah. They were all very nice and very welcoming to me, but then Eleanor and I just lock eyes. “You're the captain of the West Side soccer team,” she says flatly. 
 
    “And you’re the best defender on the East Side soccer team," I say. Eleanor looks at me, it feels like she is sizing me up as everyone around the table looks at us. Eleanor is gorgeous. Caramel skin, curly hair almost the same colour as her skin, and hazel eyes. 
 
    “Wasn’t able to stop you guys winning the past two years,” Eleanor says. 
 
    “Well, now you'll be able to beat them now that I'm not there,” I say. 
 
    Eleanor looks at me and slowly starts to smile. “I like the confidence. It’s about time East Side takes the title back. It’ll be nice to have a new central mid.” Soccer is a sport I love, I always looked forward to the season starting. This is the first time I was dreading it. Having to start over with a new team. A team that I had beaten before. And then to go up against my old school. Captaining West Side for its third straight victory was something to look forward to. Being a newbie on a different soccer team trying to take that third victory away from West Side was not something to look forward to. 
 
    “I knew you looked familiar,” George, a fit, blondie with short hair and grey eyes, says. “I remember watching the final last year. I don’t know soccer, but you dominated that game.” 
 
    "It was only 3-1," Eleanor says. 
 
    “Should have been like 6-1 if you hadn’t slide tackled me so many times,” I say. 
 
    “Couldn’t stop you every time apparently,” Eleanor says. 
 
    “Eventually learned to keep as far away from you as possible,” I say. Eleanor laughs. 
 
    “Enough soccer talk already!” Diana says. “We should all tell a little bit about ourselves for Arya.” 
 
    “So, she can find out what she’s getting into and run,” Teddy says. Diana just glares at him as he sips his drink. 
 
    “I'll go first,” Diana says. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 – Thank You for Being a Friend 
 
    “Thank you for being a friend / Traveled down a road and back again / Your heart is true, you're a pal and a confidant” – Thank You for Being a Friend, Andrew Gold 
 
    Arya 
 
    I learned about each of the different characters in this group of friends. Diana is an overachieving academic who wants to go to MIT and become a doctor and do research for a cure to diabetes but also loves biking, running, and hiking. Teddy is a musician that loves guitar and piano but is aspiring to become a marine biologist. George is a hockey player, hoping to get a scholarship, but is also a mechanic. Lincoln, a very attractive, pale blue-eyed guy with blonde spiked hair, is an academic like Diana, but his subjects are History and English. He wants to go on to become a professor one day. Eleanor is a firecracker, good at any sport you ask her to play, and a whiz when it comes to computers. And finally, Sarah, a striking girl with long wavy red hair and eyes to match, is an artist, watercolour painting being her favourite, with a love of everything that has to do with the outdoors, camping, climbing, hiking. Anything. 
 
    “So why did you come to East Side?” Lincoln asks. 
 
    This was the question I was dreading, but I knew would come up at some point. “I just had some issues at West Side and ended up transferring here,” I say. “My sister transferred with me, she’s in Grade 9.” 
 
    “Don’t feel the need to go into detail with us,” Teddy says, and I am grateful. 
 
    “Lincoln is taking Ancient History as well,” Diana says as the bell rings to signal lunch is over. 
 
    “I can meet you at your locker and walk you over if you want?” Lincoln says. 
 
    “That's nice of you,” I say, surprised by this immediate kindness from someone I’ve only just met. 
 
    “No problem,” Lincoln says, “I’m just glad to finally be able to converse with someone that likes history as much as I do. None of these guys will take it with me.” 
 
    “Because it’s boring, Lincoln,” Sarah says and then smiles at him. “It’s in the past.” 
 
    “I'm not having this argument again,” Lincoln says and turns to me. ‘Your locker is next to Diana's?” I nod. “Kay, I'll just go grab my things and meet you there.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lincoln, I appreciate it,” I say. 
 
    “Just don’t bore her too much with all your history knowledge,” Sarah says, “We would like to keep her as a friend.” 
 
    Lincoln rolls his eyes. “I’ll see you soon,” he says to me and walks away. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You have a great group of friends,” I say to Diana when we are at our lockers. 
 
    “They are pretty great," Diana says. “We are kind of a mix of everything in the group; athletes, academics, and artists. No obsessiveness with looking perfect and being popular and no drugs either, a perfect balance. It'd be nice to add another girl to the group. We can finally outnumber them!” 
 
    “Thank you for being so welcoming to me,” I say, “I was nervous about coming here, what with being from West Side Academy.” 
 
    “People are definitely going to have some things to say about it, but it doesn’t matter to us,” Diana says, “As long as you are nice, we have room for you in our group.” 
 
    “That means a lot to me, thank you again,” I say. 
 
    And as promised, Lincoln is at our lockers with a kind smile on his face. “Ready?” he asks. 
 
    “Yup!” I say. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “No problem,” Lincoln says. “See you in English, Diana.” 
 
    “So how do you like East Side so far?” Lincoln asks as we walk to class. 
 
    “Definitely a change. But you guys have made the transition easier,” I say. 
 
    “Glad to hear it," Lincoln says. “I watched you at the finals last year as well. I thought you were really good too. I watched you the year before as well and knew East Side would have its work cut out for them with you against them.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. 
 
    “Are you worried at all?” Lincoln asks, reading my mind. 
 
    “West Side and East Side have always been rivals. And people know of me here,” I say. “I don’t think everyone will be as nice to me as you and your friends.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” Lincoln says. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I say surprised. Isn’t this guy wanting to become a professor? 
 
    “You seem nice and this whole West Side versus East Side rivalry is just about pitting the jocks against each other and putting them up on a pedestal. As if they didn’t have enough of a reason to think so highly of themselves,” Lincoln says. I raise an eyebrow at him. “Of course, I don’t mean anything against you, Arya. You are smart and kind and just so happen to be a very talented athlete. You are not one of these jock meatheads.” 
 
    “They’re not all meatheads. And how can you make that observation of me, you barely know me,” I say. 
 
    “I’m pretty good at reading people actually,” Lincoln says. “I’m the one everyone in the group comes to when they want to date someone to get my opinion.” 
 
    “You provide approval?” I ask. 
 
    “Something like that,” Lincoln says. “Here's the class. Mr. Lupin is great, you'll like him.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ancient History goes over well with no conflict. Lincoln was right. Mr. Lupin is a great teacher. Lincoln was like another shield in that class, but I could still feel the stares and could hear the whispers. My first day finally ended in English class with Lincoln, Teddy, Diana, and George all there as well. And when the last bell rang, I was so grateful to go back to my locker and head home. 
 
    “We do a board game night every Friday at my house, you should join us!” Diana says at our lockers. 
 
    “I’d love to,” I say. 
 
    “Great!” Diana says. “It's kind of hard for us all to hang out during the week with all our different schedules and getting homework done, but we always hang out on Friday night unless something major comes up. They have public skating at the rink Tuesday nights if you want to join Sarah, Eleanor, and me.” 
 
    “I'll be there,” I say. I am in no position to deny any friendship and if I can stay in Diana’s group then I may just be able to enjoy my time at East Side. And stay out of the spotlight. 
 
    “When the weather starts getting better, we can go biking and hiking as well,” Diana says while packing her bag. “Are you taking the bus?” 
 
    “My mom is going to pick my sister and me up, just for today though, after that we'll be taking the bus,” I say. 
 
    “Great!” Diana says. “Well I’ve got to run before I miss my bus, but I’ll see you tomorrow!” I wave as she leaves me.  
 
    As I finish packing my bag, I head downstairs to try and find Mia. I made sure to take my time to ensure that at least most of the students had left. I was grateful that I found her easily. “Hey!” I call out. 
 
    “Hey!” Mia says. 
 
    “How was the first day?” I ask. 
 
    “Pretty good actually,” Mia says. “Teachers are okay, and people have been nice so far.” Because you are the shiny new object, Mia. Something new for them to play with and you can be anyone you want to be. Not like me, you didn't have enough time at West Side to truly become one of them. They don't see you as a West Sider, and for that, I am truly grateful. Mia doesn't deserve the stares and whispers. She deserves a normal high school experience.  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I say. 
 
    “What about you?” Mia asks. 
 
    “I met some nice people. I think I might be able to survive this school if I can stay in their group,” I say. 
 
    “Look at you! Making friends already,” Mia says. “I told you it would be fine.” 
 
    “It’s only the first day,” I say. “I’m just glad everyone was nice to you. I saw you at lunch and you seemed to be enjoying yourself.” 
 
    “Change is good sometimes,” Mia says. “Even if it’s not the change you want.” 
 
    “Enough with the philosophical lesson. Let’s get out of here,” I say. 
 
    As we head towards the doors to exit the building, we walk by the gym and the change rooms. I see several girls walk out, clearly on the volleyball team, heading to the gym for practice. I see Lisa, with her hair in a high and tight ponytail wearing booty shorts that look like underwear, lead the pack and she just walks straight by us without even giving us a second glance.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – A Little Party Never Killed Nobody 
 
    “It don't mean a thing if I give you my heart / If you tear it apart, no, uh, uh, ah, oh / It don't mean a thing if I ain't in your eyes / Probably ain't gonna fly, no, uh, uh, ah, oh / Just one night's all we got” – A Little Party Never Killed Nobody, Fergie ft. GoonRock and Q-Tip 
 
    No POV 
 
    “Are you going to Lisa’s party this weekend?” Samson asks his friends, throwing his head back to get the black shaggy hair out of his eyes.  
 
    “Hot girls, alcohol, and no parents?” Malcolm grins his sly smile, that in combination with his shaggy hair and brown eyes makes all the girls swoon. “Of course we’ll be there.” 
 
    “Who’s all invited?” Richard asks. 
 
    “Like pretty much the entire grade.” Samson says. “Well, everyone except the less popular people.” 
 
    “You mean the band geeks and the goths?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Hey!” Richard says, slapping Malcolm on the arm. “I play trumpet!” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” Malcolm says to Richard. 
 
    “Why do you always let him get to you, Richard?” Samson says. 
 
    Richard rolls his eyes, brushing his hand through his shoulder-length dark hair. “Is Bobbi coming, Samson?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Samson says. 
 
    “How are things going between you and her?” Richard asks. 
 
    “Pretty good. Not serious yet, but I’d like us to be exclusive soon,” Samson says. 
 
    “Why would you want to do that?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “Shut up, Malcolm,” Richard says. “Not all guys want to just hook up with different girls.” 
 
    Malcolm rolls his eyes. “What about the mix of cultures?” 
 
    “I’m fine with it,” Samson says. “My Asian parents might not be. But we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” 
 
    “Asian parents…” Richard says under his breath as a joke. 
 
    “Mixed-race parents…” Samson says back as a joke. 
 
    Malcolm laughs and then looks over at his friend, the spiked brown hair dipping down to look at his phone. “What about you, Fox?” Silence. “James!” 
 
    James 
 
    I look up from my phone. “Huh? What?” 
 
    “Lisa’s party, are you going this weekend?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “I have to work Saturday,” I say. 
 
    “Then come after,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “I have to work Sunday as well,” I say. 
 
    “So?” Malcolm says. “You always do this. You’re always working, and you never come out with us. You need to take a break every once in a while, and just hang out with us.” 
 
    “Soccer is my break, Malcolm,” I reply, knowing that these guys will try their best to get me to come but it won’t work. “I don’t have time to go to parties and you know that.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Lisa says as she comes up to the group of guys with two of her pretty friends. 
 
    “Hey Lisa,” the other guys say. 
 
    “Hey James,” Lisa says. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine,” I reply, not wanting to draw attention to myself. “How are you?” 
 
    “Good,” Lisa says. “I was just hoping that you guys were coming to my party this Saturday.” 
 
    “Well, we are,” Malcolm says, gesturing to Samson, Richard, and himself. “And James will be there too, right James?” 
 
    I glare at Malcolm. “Unfortunately, I have to work this weekend, so I won’t be able to come out.” 
 
    “You work every weekend, James,” Lisa says stepping closer to me. “You need to take a break.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him!” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Please James?” Lisa asks sweetly. “It’s the beginning of the term, barely any homework yet. Can’t you just do this one small favour for me? I promise if you come and you want to leave after 20 minutes that’s fine. But I’m positive you won’t want to.” 
 
    “Come on, dude,” Malcolm says, hitting me on the arm. I glare at him. Why is he making things worse? 
 
    “Please, James,” Lisa says again. “Just 20 minutes, that's all I'm asking.” 
 
    I know I’m going to regret this, but I'm also sure that Lisa won’t leave until I agree to go. “Fine,” I say, giving in. “Just 20 minutes though.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Lisa smiles. “I promise you won’t regret this!” And then she and her two friends leave, happy that they have accomplished their task. 
 
    “Ah? Ah?!” Malcolm says smiling at me. 
 
    “I hate you,” I say, glaring at Malcolm. 
 
    “Oh, come on, James,” Samson says. “You know I hate agreeing with Malcolm, but I do think it would be good for you to come out.” 
 
    “See,” Malcolm says. “I even have the levelheaded one on my side. And Lisa wants you.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I say. “I’m not into her.” 
 
    “Not into her?” Malcolm says. “So you are just not attracted to tall beach blond beauties?” 
 
    “She’s on the volleyball team,” Richard says. 
 
    “And she’s pretty smart too,” Samson says. “Good catch for you.” 
 
    “Even if I was interested, I don’t have the time,” I say. I know these guys are just looking out for me and want the best for me, but I know what I need and what I want, and Lisa is neither of those things. 
 
    “That’s fine, I’ll go for her then,” Malcolm says while showing off his muscles. “How could she resist?” 
 
    “Very easily,” Richard says. “But while we are on the topic, did you check the new girl out? She is gorgeous.” 
 
    “New girl?” Malcolm asks, intrigued by hearing of a new pretty girl to claim. “Since when?”  
 
    “Just this week. She was sitting next to George and his friends in English,” Richard says. “Look, there he is now. George!” 
 
    George walks over to the guys. “Hey!” 
 
    “Hey man, how’s it going?” Richard asks. 
 
    “Pretty good, you?” George says. 
 
    “Not bad. Are you going to Lisa’s party on the weekend?” Richard asks. 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” George says. “I’m going to see who from my friend group wants to come as well.” 
 
    “Speaking of your friend group,” Richard says. “Who was the girl sitting next to you in English yesterday?” 
 
    “Arya?” George says. “She’s new here. Her locker is next to Diana’s and she kind of brought her into our friend group. She seems nice.” 
 
    “Well, make sure she comes to the party this weekend,” Malcolm says. “Not every day a new hot girl comes to East Side.” 
 
    “I’d be careful with her,” George says. 
 
    “Why?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “She’s from West Side,” George says. 
 
    “West Side?” Richard says. “Why would she come here then?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” George says. “She just said she had issues at her old school and that she and her sister transferred here.” 
 
    “There’s another?” Malcolm says. “Wonder if she’s as hot as her sister.” 
 
    “Really, Malcolm?” I say. “Is that all you care about?” Malcolm’s my friend but the number of girls he goes through should be illegal. 
 
    “Don’t act all innocent with me, James,” Malcolm says. “You were chasing skirts back in Grade 9 like the rest of us. It’s only the past two years that you have been all ‘I have to work’, ‘I have to focus on my schoolwork’, ‘I don’t have time for a girlfriend’, ‘I don’t have time to deal with your stupid high school drama’.” 
 
    “Shut up, Malcolm,” I say because I know what he's about to say next and I don't want to hear it. 
 
    “Look, I know what happened with your dad was tragic, but I don’t think he would want you to stop living like a normal teenager,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “I have to get to English,” I say, slamming and locking my locker. “I’ll see you guys later.” And then I leave them, not wanting to be a part of the conversation anymore. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “You know he is sensitive when it comes to his dad,” Samson says to Malcolm. 
 
    “He works himself to death,” Malcolm says. “I don’t think his dad would want this life for him.” 
 
    Arya 
 
    Thursday. Almost the end of the week. I am so grateful to have survived this far. Being accepted into Diana's group has been the best thing that could have happened to me. All of them have been great. I sometimes think about my girlfriends back at West Side. We tried to keep in somewhat contact, but unfortunately, the 'out of sight, out of mind' factor played in now that I was at a different school. We weren't spending our whole days together anymore and we weren't discussing the same things. And truth be told, I wanted to cut off my ties with West Side. 
 
    “Diana! Arya!” I hear Teddy's voice as he approaches our lockers before we head to Chemistry. 
 
    “Hey, Teddy!” I say. 
 
    “So? Will we be seeing you Saturday night for your first East Side party?” Teddy asks me. 
 
    Of course, the party. George had mentioned it to us all earlier this week and everyone was down to go, so I just nodded along. But honestly? Going to an East Side party was about the last thing I wanted to do. 
 
    “Of course she'll be there!" Diana says, putting a hand to my shoulder and then turns to me. “You can come over to my house before and we can get ready. Eleanor and Sarah are coming over as well. Oh! And you guys can all sleepover afterward!” 
 
    “Where’s my invite?” Teddy asks. 
 
    “Still not one of the girls, Teddy,” Diana says. “You can reapply in six months though.” 
 
    “Funny. It’s your loss though, I’m great at girl talk, I can braid hair and I make a mean sangria,” Teddy says. 
 
    “Well you can make all the drinks you want at Lisa’s house,” Diana says. “It’ll be great!” Diana says turning back to me. 
 
    “Looking forward to it,” I say. While I was not looking forward to the actual party, being with Diana, Eleanor and Sarah was something I was looking forward to. Girl time is always essential. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Why don’t you wear my green top.” Diana says to me. “It’ll make your eyes pop.” 
 
    I strip in front of the girls and put on Diana's cold shoulder green top. Combined with my dark jeans and tall brown boots, I have to say, I do look great. 
 
    “You look amazing, Arya,” Sarah says. All of them look great. Sarah's artistic abilities don't stop at watercolour paintings, she did all of our makeup flawlessly. All of them have incredible style on their own and happily share their clothes to have a new look. Eleanor is wearing Sarah’s fashionable oversized yellow sweater. Sarah is wearing a white tank top with a purple cardigan of Diana’s. Diana is wearing Sarah’s tight beige mini skirt with a jean jacket. I did all of the girls’ hair. That was one thing I could contribute, and they all look fantastic. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to be cold in that skirt, Diana?” I ask. It’s winter, and the rest of us have boots and jeans and will be wearing a winter coat on top of that. 
 
    “My boots are high, and my tights are thick,” Diana says. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We should head out soon though,” Sarah says. 
 
    “Teddy only texted me half an hour ago asking where we were,” Diana says. “Still got plenty of time.” And then she takes a sip from her mixed drink. 
 
    “Diana is always fashionably late,” Eleanor says to me. 
 
    “Well, if we’re looking like this, we’ll be making an entrance whether we’re late or early.” I smile. 
 
    “Yes!” Diana says and points at me with the drink in her hand. “This is the confidence I like.” 
 
    “Okay, Lincoln just texted me,” Sarah says. “Maybe we should head out now.” 
 
    “Fine,” Diana says. “Let me just finish this.” 
 
    I grab my drink and hold it up in the air. All the girls join me. “Cheers!” 
 
    *** 
 
    As I step into Lisa’s house, the girl I only know from glaring at me on my first day in Chemistry, I can see that she comes from money. Her house is close to a mansion and by the time we have arrived, it is filled with teenagers. It’s just how you would imagine a party with no parents would be. The jocks changed the dining room table to a beer pong table, people are playing a drinking game in the lounge, couples are making out and the house is filled with groups of people in conversations with drinks in their hands. Even with a giant house, there is very little room to move around with all the people. 
 
    “They’re in the basement,” Sarah says, so we head down there. 
 
    “Look who finally decided to show up!” Teddy says, wrapping arms around Diana and Sarah. Clearly, he has had a bit to drink already like most of the people here. 
 
    “Where’s George?” Eleanor asks. 
 
    “Probably talking to his hockey friends,” Lincoln says.  
 
    “That’s my cue, ladies.” Eleanor says. “I’ll see you soon.” And then Eleanor walks away from the group. 
 
    “Where’s she going?” I ask Sarah. 
 
    “Eleanor has a thing for hockey players,” Sarah says. “Not George though, they're just friends. She just annoys the heck out of him when she flirts with his teammates.” 
 
    “I’m sure they don’t mind,” I say. 
 
    “Most definitely not.” Sarah laughs. “She’s dated almost all the hockey players in our grade, but she is always the one to end the relationship.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Scared of commitment,” Sarah says. “But don’t tell her I said that.” 
 
    Three other guys are standing with Lincoln and Teddy that I have never met. “Arya, meet John, Paul, and Ringo.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I whisper to Sarah. “Their names are John, Paul, and Ringo?” 
 
    “Where’s George?!” one of them calls out. “He’s the only one that can complete us!” 
 
    “John and Paul are musicians like Teddy, arguably better than Teddy,” Lincoln says. Of course, they're musicians I think to myself. 
 
    “Hey!” Teddy says. 
 
    Lincoln just continues as if Teddy said nothing. “And Ringo spends 90% of his free time working at his dad's car garage.” All three of the guys wave at me at the mention of their name. “And this is Arya,” Lincoln says to them. “She just transferred to our school from West Side.” 
 
    “West Side?” John says. Oh great. “Why would…” 
 
    “She had issues at West Side,” Lincoln says cuts him off for which I am grateful. “And that’s all we’re going to say about it.” 
 
    “Fine,” John says. “Can’t say I’m surprised. I’d want to leave that preppy Catholic school as well if I was there.” 
 
    “Why don’t we play a game of King’s Cup?” Diana suggests before anyone can say anything more about West Side. 
 
    “Sure!” They all agree and then we find a table for us to surround and a deck of cards. 
 
    “You ladies all need drinks for us to play,” Teddy says. “I’m on it!” And Teddy sprints up the stairs. 
 
    “Not too strong!” Diana calls after him, but he doesn’t hear. 
 
    When Teddy returns with a drink for each girl, he places an empty cup in the center of the table. 
 
    “I’m not going to die from this, right?” Diana says as she takes her drink. 
 
    “Made sure to put something special in it,” Teddy says. “See, I even put your name on it. I had to make sure you got the best!” 
 
    “Definitely going to die tonight,” Diana whispers to me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – Perfect Strangers 
 
    “Maybe we're perfect strangers / Maybe it's not forever / Maybe intellect will change us / Maybe we'll stay together / Maybe we'll walk away / Maybe we'll realize / We're only human / Maybe we don't need no reason” – Perfect Strangers, Jonas Blue 
 
    Arya 
 
    Ringo turns over the card. “Two!” He looks throughout the circle. “Two for… Teddy!” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Diana says. 
 
    “That’s what happens when you’re my date!” Teddy says happily and takes two sips of his drink. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Diana says to me and takes two sips from her drink. I look down at my drink. 
 
    “That includes you too, Arya,” Ringo says. 
 
    “Stupid chain of dating,” I say and take two sips of my drink and see that it is done. 
 
    “Got to get the most amount of people as possible,” Ringo says, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “Well, I need a refill,” I say. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “I can do it for you, Arya,” Lincoln says. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I say. 
 
    “Just be careful up there,” Lincoln says. “Those jock guys can be jerks when they are sober.” 
 
    “She’s fine, Lincoln,” Diana says. “It’s your turn anyway.” 
 
    I make my way up the stairs and through many drunk teenagers to find the kitchen, which is also crowded with drunk teenagers. I navigate through them all and grab one of the drinks that I know Diana brought with her from the fridge. There was no way I am grabbing an open drink in this house. I make my way back to the stairs, passing by the jocks still playing beer pong. 
 
    “Hey gorgeous,” I hear and turn to the voice. A handsome, tall guy with light brown hair looks at me. “Haven’t seen you before.” 
 
    “I’m new to East Side,” I say. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you,” he says. “My name is Malcolm.” 
 
    “Arya,” I say.  
 
    “You hang out with George and his friends, don't you?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “Yeah, Diana’s locker is right next to mine,” I say. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “You came!” Lisa shouts out as she sees James walk through the door. She won't say that she's been hoping for him to step through that door since the beginning of the party. That she never strayed too far from it to make sure she was the first to intercept him. She walks over to him and hugs him. 
 
    James 
 
    “Can’t stay long,” I say. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that James,” Lisa says. “Do you want something to drink?” 
 
    “I’m good thanks,” I say. 
 
    “James!” Richard calls from the beer pong table. I walk over to him and Samson on the one side of the beer pong table. “You need to help me out. Samson can’t get anything in.” 
 
    “Hey!” Samson says. “I’m a soccer player, not a basketball player.” 
 
    “We can’t let the football guys beat us,” Richard says to me. I pick up the ping pong ball from Richard’s hand and easily sink it into one of the cups on the other side of the table. All the guys on the other side of the table just stare at me. 
 
    “Drink up, Thomas,” I say. “That is how you play this game, right?” 
 
    “You can’t just switch out partners, Richard,” Thomas says. 
 
    “Just drink, Thomas,” Richard says. “Unless you’re scared of losing to the soccer team?” 
 
    Thomas takes the ping pong ball out of the cup and starts drinking.  
 
    I easily sink three more shots but then miss one, giving me a moment to look around. “Where’s Malcolm?” I ask Samson. 
 
    “Over there.” Samson points towards the kitchen. “Hitting on some girl.” 
 
    I look over to see Malcolm in deep conversation with a girl I have never seen before. She’s beautiful. Not surprising that he’s consumed by her. 
 
    “Your go, James,” Richard says handing me the ping pong ball. “Sink this and end it.” 
 
    I do just as Richard asks and end the game. “Nice game, guys,” I say, and the football guys just glare at me. 
 
    “You were so great, James!” Lisa says coming up to me. Richard gives me a big smile from behind Lisa and walks away along with Samson. Bastards. Leaving me with Lisa. This girl could get any guy she wants, why does she keep coming after me? 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Pizza, definitely pizza,” I say. 
 
    “Good choice,” Malcolm says. “Okay what’s your favourite place?” 
 
    “Like in the world?” I ask and Malcolm nods. “Probably Rome. I visited in Grade 9 and loved it.” 
 
    “Oh, fancy world explorer here,” Malcolm says, and I playfully slap him on the arm. “Only kidding. I love New York, but I haven’t travelled anywhere outside North America, so I don’t have much to compare it to.” 
 
    “I've never been to New York, so I can't even comment,” I say. 
 
    “The States are too pedestrian for you?” Malcolm asks. “Europe is the only place worthy of your time?” I playfully slap him again. “Careful, I'd like to use this arm tomorrow.” He rubs where I hit him as if it hurt him. 
 
    “I couldn't hurt you,” I say. 
 
    Malcolm stares at me for a moment. “Would you like to go outside?” Malcolm asks. “For some fresh air?” 
 
    I feel my face change. I know what he’s doing. I know what he’s asking, and he doesn’t want to go outside for fresh air. “It’s a bit cold out,” I say, trying to avoid outright rejecting him. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “I should go back to my friends downstairs,” I say and begin to turn away, but then Malcolm grabs my wrist and turns me back around to face him. 
 
    “You’re not just going to leave me, are you?” Malcolm says, his voice not changing. 
 
    “It was nice to meet you, Malcolm,” I say, trying to keep him calm. Making guys like him angry never ends well. “But my friends will be wondering where I am.” 
 
    “There’s an excuse,” Malcolm says. “If it’s too cold out for you we can go into one of the bedrooms upstairs for privacy if you prefer.” 
 
    “I’m not interested,” I say sternly. “Now please let go of me.” 
 
    “Oh please,” Malcolm says. “Don’t be a tease. You’ve been talking to me for twenty minutes now. You obviously like me too.” 
 
    James 
 
    While Lisa goes on and on talking about something, I'm not even sure what she's saying anymore, I look towards Malcolm and the girl he is talking to. Initially, they were all smiles and laughs, but now I see he has gripped her wrist and their faces are very close. They are no longer laughing and smiling anymore. What are you doing Malcolm? I think to myself. This isn't like him. He hits on plenty of girls, but he's never been aggressive with them. I want to step in, I want to tell him to back off, but it's Malcolm, it can't be what I think. 
 
    “Are you even listening to me?” Lisa says. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” I say. 
 
    Arya 
 
    “I will slap you for real if you don’t let go of me,” I say. 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t hurt me?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Is there a problem here?” A voice from behind me says. Malcolm drops his grip and I turn to see Lincoln. 
 
    “Why don’t you mind your own business, nerd,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Well, when you are bothering my friend, it is my business,” Lincoln says. 
 
    “I wasn’t bothering her,” Malcolm says. “You’re just being a cockblock.” 
 
    “Let’s just go, Lincoln,” I say, trying to push him away from Malcolm. 
 
    “No,” Lincoln says, brushing me aside. “I’m tired of these jocks thinking they can do whatever they want.” 
 
    “Are you still upset about me and your cousin, Lincoln?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “You cheated on her,” Lincoln says. 
 
    “We were never serious,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Did she know that?” Lincoln says. “You just think you’re entitled to everything. Arya is not interested in you so back off for once in your life.” 
 
    “Why?” Malcolm says. “So you can hook up with her?” 
 
    “No!” Lincoln yells. “I don’t want to fight you but don’t make me ask you to back off again.” 
 
    “Or what, Lincoln?” Malcolm says. 
 
    James 
 
    I look over again at Malcolm and the girl and see Lincoln has come up to them. Lincoln and Malcolm are exchanging heated words and I know this can’t be good. Lincoln is the calmest guy in school, I have to do something, whether Malcolm is my friend or not. 
 
    “Excuse me for a second,” I say to Lisa without even looking at her. I walk around the beer pong table towards the three of them. 
 
    “He’s not worth it, Lincoln,” I hear the girl say. 
 
    I clap a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder. “Is there a problem here?” I ask. 
 
    “Your friend here thinks he can just harass girls until they submit,” Lincoln says, still looking at Malcolm. 
 
    “I wasn't harassing her, you just showed up out of nowhere and butted yourself into something that has nothing to do with you,” Malcolm argues. 
 
    Both of them are just glaring at each other and they continue to argue, so I look at the girl and she looks at me. The next words between us are all mouthed so Lincoln and Malcolm don’t hear. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I mouth. She nods. “Did he hurt you?” I mouth again. She shakes her head. “Was he going to?” Her lips part, but no answer comes from her, as if she doesn’t know. As if she isn’t sure what Malcolm would have done. Or maybe she’s afraid to tell me because I’m his friend. Either way, I have to take her side over Malcolm, it doesn’t matter that Malcolm is my friend. 
 
    “Let’s go, Malcolm,” I say and grab his shoulder to turn him with me. 
 
    “What?” Malcolm says. “You really think I was harassing her?” 
 
    I look at the girl again, and while I don’t want to believe that Malcolm was harassing her, I can’t deny what I feel in my gut. Malcolm was harassing this girl, and Lincoln stepped in to save her, something that I should have done. Malcolm doesn’t think he was harassing her, but it doesn’t matter what he thinks, it’s what she feels that matters. And she doesn’t feel safe with Malcolm. “I think you need to cool off, so let’s go, Malcolm,” I say. Malcolm glares at me and I glare straight back at him. Please Malcolm, please just let us get out of here.  
 
    Reluctantly, he comes, but not before turning to Lincoln and saying, “This isn’t over.”  
 
    Arya 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask Lincoln as he just stares after Malcolm and his friend walking away.  
 
    Lincoln turns to me, becoming his calm, normal self again. “I’m fine, Arya. Malcolm is a jerk and always has been. I should be the one asking if you are okay.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, I’m fine,” I say. 
 
    “Would have come up earlier, but Diana insisted that you were fine,” Lincoln says. “But I knew something was up. A new pretty girl like you with a bunch of drunk jocks is just a recipe for disaster.” 
 
    “You think I’m pretty?” I ask. 
 
    Lincoln laughs. “While I consider you as just a friend, I’m not blind.” 
 
    I laugh at him and then look to see Malcolm in deep conversation with the guy that came over to help me and I see that a third guy has joined them. “Who was the guy that came over?” I ask. 
 
    “Malcolm’s friend? That’s James,” Lincoln says. “I'm surprised to see him here. He never comes to parties.” 
 
    “Why not?” I ask. 
 
    “He works a lot,” Lincoln says. “He works for his uncle’s construction company and when he’s not working, he’s either studying, playing soccer or with his family.” 
 
    “He seems like a decent guy,” I say. I do not want to say to Lincoln that he’s also very attractive. 
 
    “He is,” Lincoln says. “Unfortunately he is best friends with Malcolm, but we can’t all be perfect. But he doesn’t date.” I turn to Lincoln who has read my mind and he just laughs. “You are definitely not the only girl who is interested in him.” 
 
    Of course not. “Well, I don’t want to get involved in that group anyway," I say, which is true. Why would I want to involve myself with someone who is friends with someone like Malcolm? What's the rest of his friend group even like? 
 
    James 
 
    “You just let that nerd step in and now he’s taking her away,” Malcolm says to me angrily. I look over my shoulder and see Lincoln and the girl walking down the stairs together. A tweak of jealousy stirs inside me when I see him put a hand to her back. 
 
    “You were harassing her,” I say bluntly, turning back to Samson and Malcolm. 
 
    “I was not…” Malcolm begins. 
 
    “You were, okay,” I say. “She did not feel comfortable with you.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “You grabbed her wrist, Malcolm,” I say, and he looks at me angrily. “Don’t give me that look, I saw you. I pulled you out of there before you did something you would regret.” 
 
    “I could have taken him,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Do you really think beating up on the calm, gentle genius that is Lincoln Abraham would look good on you?” I say. 
 
    “He’s not as calm and gentle as he comes across,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Because you clearly pissed him off by harassing his friend!” I say. 
 
    “I wasn't harassing her!” Malcolm yells at me. “She was being a tease, talking and flirting with me, and then suddenly she's making up some excuse to go back to her friends.” 
 
    “So, you let her go, Malcolm,” Samson says. “You don’t make her stay with you.” 
 
    “I’m done with you guys,” Malcolm says and then walks away from Samson and me. 
 
    “He just needs to cool off,” Samson says. “He’ll be fine soon enough. What is it, James?” 
 
    “Has he done this before?” I ask Samson. “I’ve never seen him harass a girl and I hesitated to go over there initially because I just couldn’t believe what Malcolm was doing.” 
 
    “Malcolm is a good guy,” Samson says. “I think he’s just always used to getting what he wants and then reacted that way when he wasn’t. Of course, it’s still not okay, but he’s not a total lost cause,” Samson looks at me. “There’s something else bothering you though.” 
 
    “Do you know who that girl was?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s the new girl Richard told us about the other day,” Samson says. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” I say and then realize I’ve said my thoughts out loud. 
 
    “Oh, she is, is she?” Samson asks smiling, “Does this mean the hardworking, 'I don't have time to date' James has feelings for someone?" 
 
    “Just because I think she’s pretty, doesn’t mean I want to date her,” I say. 
 
    “Sure,” Samson says. “Keep telling yourself that.” I glare at Samson and he just winks at me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 – Lost Control 
 
    “I lost, I lost / I lost control again / Always do the same and I'm to blame / I lost control again” – Lost Control, Alan Walker ft. Sorana 
 
    Arya 
 
    Besides the unfortunate incident with Malcolm at the party, things have been going smoothly in my transition to East Side. Thankfully I don’t run in the same circles as Malcolm and his friends, but I do keep the boy that helped to defend me at the party in the back of my mind. James. I never see him and have no reason to, I don’t even know how to run into him even if I wanted to. 
 
    “Have you finished your English essay yet?” Diana asks me at our lockers. 
 
    “I haven’t even started if I’m being honest,” I say. 
 
    “It's due in two days!” Diana says, shocked. I'm sure she has already finished hers and will be proofreading it tonight and then submit it early. Truth be told, I always write my essays the night before. I find them boring and the only thing that gets my creative juices flowing is the pressure of a deadline. I always get good grades with this philosophy so I'm not about to change something that works. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I say. “I’m a procrastinating champion. Years of practice.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Diana says, unconvinced, and then looks behind me. “Wow, look who’s taking a stroll through our neck of the woods.” 
 
    I turn around to follow her eyes. And that's when I see him. James and a couple of his friends, minus Malcolm. They are walking down the hall and grabbing the attention of all the girls in the science wing. I look straight at James and our eyes meet for a split second and I feel something in that split second that I have never felt before, and then it's over. And all I can do is watch as he and the rest of those boys walk by. 
 
    “He’s cute,” I hear Diana say. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “James," Diana says. “I saw the way you two looked at each other. He's good looking, smart, an athlete, and is kind. The only negative about him is that he doesn't date.” 
 
    “Yes, Lincoln told me,” I say. 
 
    “But there's always an opportunity for change,” Diana says and smiles at me, trying to give me hope for a guy that seems to want to keep to himself. 
 
    “Oh great,” I say as I look in my bag. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Diana asks. 
 
    “I accidentally grabbed my sister’s French binder this morning,” I say. “She must have my Chemistry binder then. Go ahead, I’ll meet you in Chem.” 
 
    “Okay, see you in class,” Diana says and heads off. 
 
    I grab my pencil case and Mia's French binder and head to her locker. Mia and I have been running in different circles at school, but she assures me that everything is going well. She has a group of friends, is doing well in all her classes, and is now in the school band playing the flute. We get along and talk a lot at home about everything but being two grades apart does separate our circle of friends. This is probably the first time that I'm actively trying to find her since our first day at East Side. 
 
    Mia’s locker is on the first floor, in a hallway which I rarely venture to as I have no classes in it. I turn into the hallway and I see her, but she’s not alone at her locker. Her back is towards me, but she’s talking to a guy. But not just any guy, she’s talking to Malcolm. He wears a big grin on his face and is leaning his forearm on the lockers, towering over her. Anger burns inside me. It’s been less than a week since he tried to make out with me at the party. I remember that smile of his clearly. And now I see my sister laugh and flip her hair over her shoulder. I cannot blame her for acting this way. What girl doesn’t enjoy a good-looking guy giving her attention? But when I refused him, he became aggressive with me. The anger towards him is still brewing but when he puts his hand on her arm, I just lose it. 
 
    “Hey!” I yell at them and start coming towards them. Mia turns around, startled by my sudden outburst and Malcolm looks up and glares at me once he recognizes my face. “What do you think you are doing?” I yell at him as I throw my stuff to the ground and push him away from my sister. 
 
    “What is your problem, you psycho bitch?” he says to me. 
 
    “That’s my sister, asshole!” I yell at him, heated with rage. “She doesn’t need some scumbag like you hitting on her.” 
 
    “You are seriously psychotic, you know that right?” Malcolm says to me. “I was just talking to her. You need to relax.” 
 
    “Arya, it’s fine,” Mia says behind me. “We were just talking.” 
 
    “Listen to your sister,” Malcolm says to me. “At least one person in your family is normal.” I just glare at him. “You didn't let out this fiery side of you last Saturday night. Are you jealous now?” He laughs. “You're just one of those girls who tease, not knowing what she wants until she can't have it anymore. Am I close?” He grins at my angry face. “Or did you just have one bad experience with a guy and now assume they are all jerks? Makes sense for you putting your guard up with me the other night. What happened? Agreed to hop into bed with a guy and then regret it? It's not his fault if you wanted it.” 
 
    “You mother-” I begin to yell at him and push at his chest, pushing him away from me, but he barely moves. He drops his books to the ground and just grabs my wrists instead. 
 
    “Hey! You need to cool it, okay,” Malcolm says to me and he is being serious. I look at him, and while I hate him for what he said, he is right, I can’t let him get me this worked up. Not when teachers could come out at any moment. I look around me and see all the students staring at us. I shouldn’t be surprised. Everybody loves to gossip. 
 
    “What is going on here?” I hear that familiar voice say, I look and see James, with his friend behind him. As the anger slowly leaves my body, Malcolm releases his grip, and Mia comes up next to me. 
 
    “Nothing but this girl going batshit crazy on me for no reason,” Malcolm says to his friends. 
 
    “Really?” I say. “I’ll show you what batshit crazy is.” As I step towards him, he takes a step back and James puts himself between us. He puts an arm on me and forces me to step back to where I was. 
 
    “See?” Malcolm says behind James. 
 
    James never takes his eyes off me. Those blue eyes are beautiful, and I can’t stop looking at them. Those eyes are looking, searching mine, to see if I’m alright. A silent communication because apparently, we don’t need words. And just then, the first warning bell rings throughout the halls and people start moving along to their next class, and the trance between us is broken. 
 
    “We should go, James,” his friend says behind him. 
 
    James lets go of my arm, but I can still feel where he was holding me. “Yeah, we should,” he says, his eyes not leaving mine for a second. Both Malcolm and their other friend start walking past us. 
 
    “James let’s go before we’re late!” his friend calls to him again. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” James says to no one in particular. “I should go,” he says to me and then leaves to follow his friends. 
 
    “What was that?” Mia asks beside me. 
 
    “What was what?” I say back to her. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb, who’s that guy?” Mia asks. 
 
    “Malcolm is a womanizing jock that you shouldn’t even think of getting involved with,” I say. 
 
    “No, not him,” Mia says, “Although, we are not done talking about you barging in and screaming at him and pushing him when he wasn’t even doing anything wrong.” 
 
    “Trust me, Mia,” I say. “He’s just after one thing.” 
 
    “I’m not completely hopeless, Arya,” Mia says, getting slightly annoyed, “Even if you don’t think so, I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to protect you, Mia,” I say. 
 
    “By scaring off guys you barely know?” Mia says. “Everyone in the hall was watching and you know how fast gossip travels. Is this your definition of staying out of the spotlight?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for it to happen like this,” I say. “I just saw him there and I freaked out. He was hitting on me last Saturday…” 
 
    “And so, he’s automatically a bad guy?” Mia says.  
 
    “He’s a sleaze bag,” I say.  
 
    “I thought this was supposed to be a fresh start, Arya,” Mia says.   
 
    But before I can respond, the final bell rings, signaling that we are both late. “Great,” I say to myself. “I did come here for a reason.” I grab my stuff from the ground and hand Mia her French binder, which she takes, seeing that it’s hers. She goes through her locker and hands me my Chemistry binder. 
 
    “I assume then this is yours,” Mia says. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mia,” I say. “I acted irrationally, I shouldn’t have done that and caused a scene. I don’t need to draw any more attention to us than necessary.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Arya,” Mia says. “I love when your fiery side makes an appearance. And anyway, you must be crazy if you think I’d get involved with a guy that talks to my sister like that.” 
 
    “Hey! You two!” a voice comes from the end of the hallway. “That final bell means you should be in class, not chatting in the hallway. Some of us are trying to teach in here.” 
 
    I look at Mia. “I guess we should get going.” I give her a wink. “I’ll try to keep my fiery side in check from now on.” 
 
    “I’m sure that guy would love to help you with that.” Mia smiles. 
 
    “What guy?” I say. 
 
    “Don’t make me come down there you two!” the voice calls again, and Mia quickly shuts her locker, and we make our way out of the hallway as fast as we can. 
 
    “You know exactly which guy I'm talking about,” Mia says as she splits off from me to go to her class. I do know exactly which guy she is talking about, but I don't want to admit it. Because if I admit it, it means that I feel something. It means this guy who I don't know, who I've never spoken to, means something to me. 
 
    James 
 
    “Great job, Malcolm,” Samson says. “Did you really think it was a smart idea to go after that girl’s sister after she rejected you at the party.” 
 
    “First of all, she didn't reject me,” Malcolm says. “Smartass Lincoln just butted himself into the conversation.” 
 
    “Was that before or after you grabbed her wrist?” Samson asks. 
 
    “Second of all,” Malcolm continues as if Samson hasn't said anything. “It's not my fault that psycho bitch went crazy like that on me. I was just talking to her sister and then she comes up and starts yelling and pushing me, saying 'She doesn't need some scumbag like you hitting on her',” Malcolm says, trying to imitate her voice. “Her sister is hot, but she is not worth dealing with that psychopath.” 
 
    “Hey!” I finally interject into the conversation between Samson and Malcolm. “Don't say that about her. You obviously pissed her off last Saturday and she was just looking out for her sister.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on, James?” Malcolm says. “You saw the way that girl was about to come after me when you guys were there. You even stepped between us, James.” 
 
    “You weren't worth her getting into trouble for kicking your ass,” I say. 
 
    “Ha!” Malcolm laughs. “As if she could ever do anything to me.” 
 
    I saw the rage in her eyes. I think she is more capable than what we think when she has something important to fight for. Samson just gives me a look, a look that says, ‘I know you have feelings for her’. A look and thought that goes unnoticed by Malcolm, which is good. I don’t need Malcolm thinking I have feelings for a girl that he has tried to get with. Malcolm gets with lots of girls. I don’t know how he would feel if he found out I had feelings for the one girl he couldn’t get with. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Bad Blood 
 
    “Did you have to do this? I was thinking that you could be trusted / Did you have to ruin what was shiny? Now it's all rusted / Did you have to hit me, where I'm weak? Baby, I couldn't breathe / And rub it in so deep, salt in the wound like you're laughing right at me” – Bad Blood, Taylor Swift 
 
    Arya 
 
    It's been six weeks since I've come to East Side Academy, and in those six weeks, I couldn't have asked for a better transition. Diana and her group of friends have been so welcoming to me and have accepted me in their group and have made me feel like I was always a part of it. They also act as a protective shield from the rest of the students at this school. No guy has approached me since the incident with Malcolm, which I wouldn't have minded, but that also included James. I hoped every day that I would pass him in the hall, bump into him, start up a conversation with him, but it never happened. 
 
    “Ready for tryouts?” Eleanor jumps up and lands next to me at my locker with her gym bag. 
 
    “You scared me!” I say and then we both laugh. 
 
    “Come on! Grab your bag and let's go!” she says. 
 
    “Okay, Okay!” I say. “Are you always this excited for tryouts?” 
 
    “I’m just excited for Isabella to see that you are trying out,” Eleanor says. “She's going to flip.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I say looking at Eleanor concerned. 
 
    “Because you are going to be the best soccer player on the team and the light is finally not going to be shining on her,” Eleanor says. 
 
    “You are a really good soccer player though,” I say. “Wouldn’t she be intimidated by you?” 
 
    “Arya, while I love soccer, my sport is hockey, which they don’t offer at school,” Eleanor says. “And as much as I hate it, Isabella is a really good soccer player, she is better than me, but now that you are here, she is no longer the best on the team.” A part of me was debating even trying out for the soccer team, but I love soccer, and I wasn’t about to let my insecurities stop me. But now, knowing that I’m going to have a target on my back, I don’t know if I want to put myself through this. “Come on, Arya,” Eleanor says. “Show them why you are the best.” 
 
    She’s right, I’m not about to let some girl, or the entire soccer team, intimidate me from being where I’m supposed to be. I grab my bag from my locker, shut it, lock it. “Let’s go.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As I walk into the locker room with Eleanor, I hear the girls already talking amongst each other as we head in. 
 
    “Mr. Quirrel is by far the best-looking teacher in this school and he’s the boys’ soccer coach!” 
 
    “I wish he was our soccer coach.” 
 
    “Mr. Sprout is still a good coach.” 
 
    “At least you’ll be able to focus on soccer.” 
 
    “Please, with Mr. Quirrel I would be impressing him with all my skills.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Whatever.” 
 
    As Eleanor and I turn the corner, all the girls stop their conversation to turn and look at me. It stops me for a second, but then Eleanor gives me a nudge and we put our bags down and begin to get undressed. 
 
    “I can’t believe they let you try out for the team.” I hear and then look to find the culprit of the words, already knowing who said them. Isabella just stares at me, arms crossed, waiting for a reaction or response from me. I know her. I know that styled shoulder length brown wavy hair and hazel eyes and face perfected by makeup. While I have never had a conversation with her, I do remember playing against her. She is a good soccer player. I’ll give her that. 
 
    “They made a special consideration for me,” I say. Normally when you switch schools, you have to wait a year to play any sport that you played at your previous school. It’s to stop people from switching schools just for sports. But I was able to get special permission because the reason I left was under extraordinary circumstances. I was able to get them to sympathize with me. 
 
    “Because they took pity on you?” Isabella says. 
 
    “Because they knew you couldn't lead the team to victory without me,” I say back with a smile. Not true, but she doesn't need to know that. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I'm sure,” Isabella says sarcastically. “Good luck out there, you're going to need it.” And then she turns around to continue getting dressed. 
 
    “Ignore her,” Eleanor says. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I say. “She’s going to be sorry out on the field.” I wink at Eleanor and she smiles back at me. 
 
    *** 
 
    We take the closer field while the boys practice on the further one. We can't see each other as there are trees and a clubhouse in between, which is perfect. No distractions. As I walk out to the field, I see the guys jog out to the farther field, my eye landing on James immediately. His jog is effortless, his smile breathtaking and I can't stop looking at him. 
 
    “Earth to Arya!” Eleanor slaps me on the head. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say. 
 
    “He’s cute, don’t get me wrong,” Eleanor says. “But you already have made a lot of the girls in this school jealous already, you don’t need more enemies.” 
 
    “Why would they be jealous of me?” I ask. 
 
    “Because you're hot, athletic, and smart,” Eleanor says as if it's obvious. “And you’re from West Side, which just makes the guys more curious about you.” 
 
    “Please, no guy has even talked to me,” I say. 
 
    “Well, I think they are a little scared after that situation with Malcolm. And our friend group probably kept them away too,” Eleanor says. “But it hasn’t stopped them talking about you. So yeah, definitely making the girls jealous. Now let’s go.” 
 
    We jog to the field and stand in a big group around Mr. Sprout while he gives us the normal beginning of season talk. “Please also welcome Arya. She’s a very good soccer player as most of you know from playing against her. We are happy to have you play with us this year,” Mr. Sprout says sincerely. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Sprout,” I say. 
 
    After running, warm-up stretches, and a bunch of drills where we can display our skills to have them be judged by Mr. Sprout and his assistant coach, Ms. McGonagall, we end the tryout with a scrimmage. 
 
    Isabella and I are on opposing teams. We are both center midfielders and this is just how I want it. Unfortunately, Eleanor is on Isabella’s team, but I know I can beat her too if I focus and don’t make a mistake. The scrimmage starts and on my first touch of the ball, I deke out the entire team in the center, including Isabella, and set up a play where the striker easily scores. Isabella glares at me and I just smile back. But after that, things change. No one is passing me the ball. I’m in the center and I’m the playmaker and no one is giving me the ball. I scream and yell until my throat starts hurting but it doesn’t help. They are purposely not passing me the ball. The only way I get the ball is by stealing it, I always pass, but I never get it back. “Make sure everyone is included!” Mr. Sprout yells from the sidelines. “More passing!” 
 
    Despite her efforts, I never let Isabella, or anyone else, get by me. But eventually, one of my defenders loses the ball, despite me yelling at her that I’m open, and Isabella scores. She smiles as she jogs by me and the anger grows inside me. Fine. If they won’t pass me the ball, I’ll do the same. In the next play, I take the ball off the striker easily, deke Isabella, and continue up to the net, knowing I won’t pass it and will take the shot for myself before I reach the defenders. As I continue, I feel myself being swept up from my feet and I fall hard. I look up and see Isabella get up from her vicious slide tackle on me from behind and take the ball and begin dribbling the other way. 
 
    But then Mr. Sprout blows his whistle loudly and continuously, which stops everyone. I get up from the ground and turn my anger towards Isabella, walking towards her. “What the heck is wrong with you?!” I yell at her. 
 
    “I was just getting the ball,” Isabella says. "Are you scared of a little competition?" 
 
    “You slide tackled me from behind, took out both my legs, and got no ball!” I yell. “You could have broken my leg!” 
 
    Mr. Sprout is on the field, standing beside us. “Arya, are you okay?” he asks. 
 
    “I’m fine no thanks to her!” I gesture towards Isabella. 
 
    “Stop being so dramatic,” Isabella says. 
 
    “She could have really hurt me!” I yell at Mr. Sprout. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Mr. Sprout says calmly. “Isabella, you know there is no place for that kind of play here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Sprout,” Isabella says. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Good,” Mr. Sprout says. “Now I think we’ve had enough for today.” He then calls out to the girls, “Take two laps of the track before you leave!” All the girls, including Isabella, head towards the track but I stay back. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I say to Mr. Sprout. “She could have broken my leg!” 
 
    “Arya, I know you’re upset, but what do you want me to do?” Mr. Sprout says. 
 
    “Take her off the team!” I yell. “This is a scrimmage, if she’s going to try to break my leg during a scrimmage, I don’t want to play on the same team as her.” 
 
    “I’m sure she didn’t mean to do you any harm,” Mr. Sprout says. “She’s one of our best players, I can’t just cut her. I hope you two can work out your differences and to see you at the next tryout.” And then he just walks off the field. It’s like he doesn’t even care. 
 
    Ms. McGonagall comes up to me, seeing how frustrated I am. “Arya, don’t let these girls get to you. You are a great player. They are just jealous of your talent. Give it time, I promise it will work out.” 
 
    “She slide tackled me from behind and all Mr. Sprout did was say 'there is no place for that kind of play here' and then just accepted her half-ass apology,” I say. 
 
    “Don't worry, I'll talk to him,” Ms. McGonagall says. “But she's a good player, Arya, so she's not going to get cut. If you two could work together, this team would be unstoppable, I guarantee it.” And with that, Ms. McGonagall leaves the field as well. 
 
    This is ridiculous, I think to myself. How can someone get away with trying to hurt another player, let alone their own teammate?  
 
    “Better get your two laps in, I would hate to see you cut from the team because you can't follow directions,” Isabella says as she runs up behind me. 
 
    “You may have Mr. Sprout fooled, but I know you meant to take me out on purpose,” I say. 
 
    “Have fun proving that,” Isabella says. “Can’t wait to see you at the next tryout! You must enjoy playing on a team that doesn’t even want to pass you the ball.” 
 
    “You told everyone not to pass me the ball,” I say. 
 
    “Again, have fun trying to prove that,” Isabella says. “We were a team before you came here, we don’t need you. Do you really think Mr. Sprout is going to add one person to a team if they cause so much trouble and no one passes to them? Better to just get rid of the one person causing problems than ruin the entire team.” 
 
    “If that's the logic, then he should cut you from the team,” I say. 
 
    “He’s never going to do that,” Isabella says. “I’m the best player on this team, it would cause an uproar if he did. If he needs to cut you, all he has to say is that it’s because you were on West Side Academy’s soccer team last year and therefore are ineligible to try out for our team.” Isabella smiles at me, knowing that she’s got me in a corner. She’s right, technically I shouldn’t be even allowed to play with them. “See you at the next tryout!” And she heads off to the school along with all the other girls that have finished their laps. 
 
    “You okay?” Eleanor asks as she comes up behind me. 
 
    “She's trying to get me off the team,” I say. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Eleanor says. “Mr. Sprout won’t let that happen, he’d be crazy to leave you off the team.” 
 
    “I’m a pretty useless player if no one passes to me!” I yell. 
 
    “That won't last long,” Eleanor assures me. 
 
    “How do you know?!” I yell at her. 
 
    “Not everyone is Isabella’s minion, okay!” Eleanor yells back. “I’ll always support you and once the other girls see that, they’ll stop acting so ridiculous.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Eleanor,” I say. “I didn’t mean to take my frustrations out on you.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven,” Eleanor says. “Just don’t give up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “I guess I better get those laps out of the way.” 
 
    “Have fun and I’ll see you later!” Eleanor says as she jogs up the hill to the school. 
 
    With the anger and frustration still inside me, I begin the laps around the track. I run fast and I run hard because I am so upset and angry, but I don’t just do two laps, I keep going, even when my lungs start to hurt and breathing becomes difficult. I want to run until all my problems are gone. I begin to cry out of frustration, and I don’t even know why, but it makes it even harder to breathe, but I still keep running at the same hard and fast pace. Trying to see if it’s possible to outrun my problems if I just go fast enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Save Me 
 
    “This time won't you save me, this time won't you save me / Baby I can feel myself giving up, giving up” – Save Me, Nicki Minaj 
 
    James 
 
    “Who's that?” Samson says to me as we are walking towards the parking lot, pointing towards the soccer field. My eyes follow to where he is pointing, and I see a girl with a long brown blonde ponytail sprinting around the track. “I didn't know there was track practice tonight,” Samson says. 
 
    I stare at her, already knowing in my head that it's her. I look and see that she is wearing soccer socks and cleats. Soccer tryouts are over, but she's still here. “I'll see you tomorrow, Samson,” I say and start heading down the hill to the soccer field. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Samson asks. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it!” I call to him without turning around. 
 
    I make it down to the pitch and she’s still sprinting around the track like she’s running for her life. As she makes her way around the corner towards me, I drop my bag beside me and run up beside her. 
 
    “Is there a reason that you're running around the track like a madman?” I say to her. She doesn't look at me or respond to me, she just continues running like she hasn't even heard me. I look at her as we continue running and I can see the frustration on her face, and I think she may have even been crying at some point. I can hear her struggling to breathe and I know she can't last much longer like this. “You need to stop running, you are going to wear yourself out,” I say seriously. She continues to ignore me like I'm not even there. Pushing herself beyond exhaustion. “Hey!” I yell at her loudly and it seems to have broken her trance because her face changes. “You have to stop before you seriously hurt yourself!” She starts slowing down as if I had finally given her the permission she needed to stop running. When she comes to a stop, she leans over, gasping for breath, with her hands on her knees. I stop with her and just stare at her, waiting for her to be the one to say something first. She eventually regains her breath and stands up straight to look at me, hands on her hips. She's beautiful. And with her hair tied up, sweating and breathing hard, I'm only more attracted to her. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” she asks me breathlessly. 
 
    “Trying to keep you from killing yourself,” I say and she chokes out a laugh. 
 
    “I wasn't trying to kill myself,” she says, as her breathing becomes normal. 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” I say. “Soccer tryouts are done and almost everyone has left. Do you want to tell me why you were out here just sprinting laps like there’s no tomorrow?” 
 
    She just looks at me. I can see that something, or someone, has hurt her and I just wish she would tell me so I could help her. “Running helps clear my head,” she says. 
 
    “Well, you were running like a madman out there,” I say. “You must have had a lot of thoughts then.” I look at her, hoping that she can see that I am someone she can trust, that I am someone that fully understands what it's like to try and deal with problems on your own. 
 
    “Have you ever tried to outrun your problems?” she asks. 
 
    I laugh. “Many times,” I say. 
 
    “Well, that's what I was trying to do," she says. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no matter how fast you run, they always seem to catch up with you,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” she says. “It felt good and I also didn’t want to face all those girls again.” 
 
    “The soccer girls?” I ask and she just nods. “What happened?” She looks at me, debating with herself if she should tell me anything. “You don’t have to tell me, but it might help.” 
 
    “They don't want me on the team,” she says. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I ask. 
 
    “They purposely didn’t pass me the ball during the scrimmage and then when I did get it, Isabella slide tackled me from behind and almost broke my leg,” she says. “And the coach did pretty much nothing about it.” 
 
    “Isabella is a good soccer player…” I start. 
 
    “Look, I get it,” she says, starting to get annoyed. “I know she is a good soccer player, but it doesn’t change the fact that she almost seriously injured me!” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I say, putting my hands up. “What I was going to say is that I know she is a good soccer player, so you must be an amazing player if you got under her skin like that.” She smiles at the compliment and it makes me smile as well. 
 
    “Well, she’s trying to get me off the team and I wouldn’t be surprised if she succeeds,” she says. “Especially if she can get the whole team to turn against me.” 
 
    “Isn’t your friend Eleanor on the team?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes, but there's only so much one person can do,” she says. 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I say. “Just don’t give up. It’s exactly what Isabella wants you to do. If she wants to get you off the team, make it very hard for her to do so. Those other girls will come to your side when they realize how ridiculous Isabella is being.” 
 
    “You think?” she asks. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “My name is James by the way.” 
 
    “Arya,” she says and puts out her hand and I shake it. Her hand is so small and the skin so soft in comparison to mine. “Thank you for coming down here. And for listening to my problems.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I say. “Do you need a ride home?” 
 
    “I have my bike but thank you for the offer,” Arya says. 
 
    “Okay, I'm going to walk you up to the school to make sure you don't start trying to run away from your problems again,” I say. 
 
    She laughs. “I think I've worn myself out for the next week and a half,” Arya says as she stretches her arms in the air. Her shirt rises a bit, and I can see a bit of her stomach and have to force myself to look away. “I will most definitely be feeling this tomorrow.”  
 
    “Ever consider trying out for track?” I ask as we start to walk up back to the school together, picking up my bag along the way. 
 
    “Not interested,” Arya says. “I hate the pressure of a race. Soccer you can always make up for a mistake, a game lasts 90 minutes, but you don’t get that kind of luxury with a race.” 
 
    “I get you,” I say. “Look, I know it was a while ago, but I'm sorry for the way my friend Malcolm acted towards you when you first transferred here. He's not a bad guy, I just think he didn't know what to do when a girl turned him down.” 
 
    “You do not need to apologize for him,” Arya says. “I will admit that I might have gone a bit crazy on him when he was hitting on my sister, but I’m just protective of her. I don’t want some guy to play her.” 
 
    “I understand more than you know," I say. I think of my two younger sisters. Ever since my dad passed away, I’ve become extremely protective of them. I feel it’s my responsibility to take care of them and I probably would have reacted the same way as Arya if I saw a guy I didn’t trust hitting on them. “I have two younger sisters.” 
 
    “Do they go here?” Arya asks. 
 
    “No, one is in Grade 8 and the other is in Grade 1,” I say. “I’ll have to deal with having Rachel here next year.” 
 
    “Don't let your friend Malcolm near her,” Arya says jokingly. 
 
    “Ha!” I laugh. “He wishes.” 
 
    We stop at the school doors, and I don’t want to say goodbye. I just want to continue talking to her, it just comes so easily with her. “I don’t want to keep you any longer,” she says, but a part of me believes that she doesn’t want to stop talking to me either. At least that’s what I’m convincing myself is true. “I’m just going to grab my bag and head home. Thanks again for everything, including stepping up for me against your friend.” 
 
    “I just did what was right,” I say. “I guess I’ll see you around then?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Arya says and flashes her smile before she opens the doors of the school and disappears. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You're late, James. Where were you?" Uncle Terry asks me as I walk into his home office. He is sitting at his desk, going over a bunch of different files, and doesn't even look up when I walk in. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Uncle Terry,” I say as I shut the door behind me. “I just got held up with soccer tryouts.” 
 
    “Look, James,” Uncle Terry says, finally looking at me. “I know you are under a lot of pressure with school, work, and taking care of your sisters and mom. And now you are throwing soccer into the mix again. I need someone I can rely on. You and I both know that you need this job if you want to earn enough for university. If soccer is too much of a distraction, then maybe you should take a break from it. The likelihood of getting a scholarship for soccer is so slim, James." 
 
    “No, no,” I say quickly. Soccer is everything to me, I can't just quit. “I can manage. It won't happen again.” 
 
    “Your schoolwork is the most important thing, James,” Uncle Terry says. “That's how you'll get into a good school.” Uncle Terry is my dad's younger brother. He's a good guy. Ever since my dad died, he has always been there for us and tried to support us in any way he can. But there is only so much he can do with his wife and two daughters of his own to take care of. I think my mom was tired of relying on him as well. That's when Uncle Terry offered me a job to work at his construction company. I took my dad's old car when I got my license and now, I can save up for school to help lighten the financial load on my mother. 
 
    His construction company is pretty much just him and a couple of guys he trusts to work under him. His office is just a room in his house that he converted for him and me to work in. His company mostly does septic tank installation, road grading and they have a contract to snowplow for the town. With the number of people that live on the lake in this town, there's always work for him. He keeps all his heavy equipment on his farmland, including bulldozers and tractors.   
 
    Yes, Uncle Terry is a good guy, but he can be hard on me sometimes. I know it's because he wants the best for me. But anything to do with high school, outside of schoolwork, he considers a distraction. I think he wants me to have a better life than my dad and him. “You don't need any distractions,” he says.  
 
    “I know. Trust me, I can do this,” I say, fully confident that I can juggle work, school, and soccer at the same time. I've been doing it for the past two years with no problems except for maybe a lack of sleep.  
 
    “Your dad would be proud of you, James,” Uncle Terry says. 
 
    I feel a knot in my stomach when he mentions my father, something that happens every time someone mentions him. I had to deal with talking about my dad to a therapist for a year, six months after he died in a car accident, and while I've come to terms with it, I still don't like talking about him. No matter what happy memories I try to conjure up, I still end up thinking of that night and that he's not here and that he's never coming back. Unfortunately, therapy can't fix everything. “Thank you,” I say. 
 
    “Just don’t be late again. Three strikes and you’re out,” Uncle Terry says as he turns his attention back to his work. 
 
    “Never again,” I say. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – For the First Time 
 
    “For the first time I am looking in your eyes / For the first time I'm seein' who you are / I can't believe how much I see / When you're lookin' back at me / Now I understand what love is, love is / For the first time” – For the First Time, Kenny Loggins 
 
    Arya 
 
    “So, I heard that you and the handsome soccer captain were having some alone time yesterday,” Diana says suggestively, before closing her locker with her books and pencil case in hand, ready for the first class of the day. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I say, still organizing my bag contents to my locker for the day. 
 
    “The hottie James Fox that pretty much all the girls drool over,” Diana says. 
 
    “He’s the soccer captain?” I ask. 
 
    “That’s what you are taking from what I said?” Diana says. “He’s not the soccer captain yet, but it’s only a matter of time. But I take this as what I heard was true!” she says smiling and slapping me on the shoulder. 
 
    “It's not a big deal,” I say. “We just talked after soccer tryouts yesterday. He's nice.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure he was very nice to you,” Diana says. I hit her with my textbook. “Hey!” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I say. 
 
    “Sure,” Diana says. 
 
    “Weren’t you the one that told me that James doesn’t date?” I say, continuing to grab the supplies I need from my locker. 
 
    “Yeah, but I also was the one to say that things could change,” Diana says. 
 
    “As I said, he just came up to me and we started talking, there is no reason to look into it,” I say, shutting my locker. 
 
    “James keeps to himself and his friends,” Diana says. “He doesn’t seek out to talk to girls. If he’s talking to them, it’s because they approach him. You obviously mean something to him if he came up to you.” 
 
    “No, it doesn't,” I say, but deep inside I hope it does. I feel it in the pit of my stomach and if I could know that James feels something for me that is similar to what I feel for him, I don't know what I would do. 
 
    “He's come to help you out twice before,” Diana says. 
 
    “Yeah, because his friend Malcolm is a jerk,” I say. 
 
    “Ignore the signs if you want, Arya, but I know you like him as well,” Diana says and with that, she turns away from me to go to class without giving me a chance to respond, which I am grateful for. Because I don't know what I would say; lie that I don't have any feelings for him or tell the truth and admit that I feel something every time he's near me. That I think about him all the time, which makes no sense because I barely know him. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Hi, Ms. Kettleburn,” I say as I walk into the school library and approach her desk. She is my favourite staff member at this school. She is always so kind in the library to all the students and will go out of her way to help you with anything she can. 
 
    “Arya!” she greets me kindly as if I am a close friend that she hasn't seen in a long time. “What can I help you with today?” 
 
    “Are there any books on Ancient Greece?” I ask. “I have a project that I need to do some research on.” 
 
    “Of course!” Ms. Kettleburn says and gets up from her desk to guide me to the last row in the library and pointing out a section in the middle. “Everything we have on Ancient Greece is here. I hope you find what you are looking for, but don't hesitate to give me a shout if you need anything else.” 
 
    “Thank you so much!” I say and then she returns to her desk, leaving me with two rows worth of books on Ancient Greece. I start going through books, and as I make it to the second row, I pull out two that look interesting. While pulling out the second book, I can see through the bookshelf to the other side, and I see him. He’s sitting at a table all on his own, obviously working on something, probably homework. I see his notebook and textbook out and pencil in hand. I want to go over there, I want to talk to him, I want to see that smile again but I don’t want to seem like I’m stalking him.  
 
    With the two books in hand, I walk around the bookshelf and start walking towards the table he is sitting at, pretending to be looking for a book. As I get closer to him, I stop and start looking at the books closest to him, hoping he takes his eyes off his work for just a moment and sees me. 
 
    “Arya?” I hear his voice from behind me. Oh, thank goodness. I was ready to drop something to get his attention. I turn around slowly and see him looking up at me from his work. 
 
    “Hey!” I say. “How are you?” 
 
    “Good, thanks,” James says. “Checking out some books?” 
 
    “History project,” I say, showing him the two books in my hand. 
 
    “Mr. Lupin?” he asks.  
 
    “Yes,” I say. 
 
    “He's great, I had him last semester,” James says. 
 
    “Yeah, he is,” I say. “What are you doing in the library at lunchtime?” 
 
    “Homework,” James says, leaning back in his chair and putting his hands to the back of his head. It gives me a chance to see his defined bicep and I mentally tell myself not to stare. “Once soccer season starts, I spend half my lunch doing homework.” 
 
    “I didn't know you were a scholar,” I say with a smile. 
 
    He laughs at me. “Far from it,” he says, sitting back normally in his chair. “I work at my uncle's construction company, so between soccer, work, and school I only have so much time on my hands.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I say quickly. “I shouldn’t be bothering you then.” And I turn to walk away from him. 
 
    “No, no, please,” he says, and I turn back to him and see that he had started getting out of his seat. “I didn't mean it like that. Please stay, I like talking to you.” 
 
    I walk up and sit across from him and he returns to his seat. “What are you working on anyway?” I ask. 
 
    “Math,” James says. “It’s the homework I can do the fastest so I can usually get it done before the bell.” 
 
    “And you say you're not a scholar,” I say and smile at him. 
 
    “I do a lot of accounting for my uncle's construction company,” he says as if it's no big deal. I look at the pages of his open textbook next to him. 
 
    “Do you do a lot of sinusoidal transformations for your uncle’s construction company?” I ask him jokingly. He rolls his eyes and then closes his notebook and textbook. “Don’t let me be the one to stop you from finishing your homework.” 
 
    “I only have one question left anyway, it's fine,” he says. 
 
    “You’re going to lug that big ass textbook home for one question?” I ask, raising my eyebrow. 
 
    “Good point,” James says and then opens the textbook to its original page, takes out his phone from his pocket and takes a photo of the page, and then closes the textbook and puts his phone away. “There, perfect.” 
 
    “So, do you like working for your uncle’s construction company?” I ask. 
 
    “It's good for now,” James says. “The pay is good, and everyone is nice. Construction workers can get a bit rowdy at times, but it's all fun. I just don't see it as something long term.” 
 
    “Are you saving up for something?” I ask. 
 
    “University,” he replies. “I’m trying to get a soccer scholarship, but even with it, I still need to save up money to pay for school.” 
 
    “I understand,” I say. I realize I am one of the fortunate people that have a family that can afford to send me to university without any financial issues. It doesn't stop me from having my cashier job at Metro to earn a bit of cash, but I'm nowhere near making enough for tuition fees. Financing for university and college wasn't an issue discussed at West Side, most students didn't have to worry about it there. “What school?” 
 
    “University of British Columbia,” he says. “They have a fantastic engineering program there and I want to head out to the West Coast. You?” 
 
    “I haven't given it a lot of thought,” I say truthfully. “I know my parents want me to stay close to home, or at least in Ontario, but I don't know what I want to do. “McGill has always been on my mind; they have a great biomedical engineering program too and I love Montreal.” 
 
    “Biomedical engineering?” he asks. 
 
    “I want to help in medicine, but I can't see myself becoming a doctor or nurse,” I say. “I think it combines a lot of the things I love in one profession. Math, science, and helping doctors help their patients.” 
 
    “I like that,” James says. “I don’t know what type yet, but I’ll have to decide in Grade 12, which is sooner than I would like!” 
 
    I laugh at him. “So, are you in the running for the captain of the soccer team?” I ask because I'm curious. 
 
    “Who told you that?” he asks me. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, wondering what I should tell him. “My friend just mentioned it to me. I thought it was interesting that a Grade 11 would be considered captain of the senior team, so I wanted to see if it was true.” 
 
    “So, you’re talking about me with your friends?” James asks with a grin on his face and a look in his eyes that says that he hopes it’s true. 
 
    “Don't flatter yourself,” I say, leaning back in my chair and crossing my arms. 
 
    He just smiles at me, knowing that it's true, knowing that he did come up in a conversation between me and a friend. And I can tell that he wants to know if there was any more said, but he doesn't ask. “It's a long shot,” he says. “As you said, a Grade 11 as team captain is rare. I don't need to be captain though, just playing is enough for me.” 
 
    “You must be a good soccer player then,” I say. 
 
    “I am, you would know that if you ever watched me play,” James says. “And I know you must be a great soccer player, but I've never watched you play either.” 
 
    “Always playing soccer at the same time, but never in the same location,” I say, sitting back up. Whenever two schools play soccer against each other, the junior and senior girls stay together, and then junior and senior boys stay together. So, if the girls are playing at home, the boys will play away and vice versa. It's why even though James and I are the best soccer players for our schools, we never crossed paths, we've never met, and have never seen each other play. The thing that we have in common is what kept us apart. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” he says. 
 
    “And it’s going to continue,” I say. “We’ll always be playing at different locations at the same time.” 
 
    “I guess you guys are going to have to lose so that you can watch me in the final.” James smiles at me. 
 
    “Hilarious,” I say sarcastically. “I’d like to see you play, but it’s not worth losing the championship over.” 
 
    “Your old school beat the girls' junior team last year,” James says. 
 
    “The last two years,” I correct him. 
 
    James laughs. “So ever since you started playing.” I nod. “I always hate playing against your school.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. “You always win.” 
 
    “There are some real jerks on your school's soccer team,” James says. 
 
    “That always happens,” I say. “Every team has them. Take Isabella for example.” 
 
    James laughs. “I guess you’re right, still hate playing them.” 
 
    “But you like beating them?” I ask with a smile. 
 
    “Of course,” James says and just looks at me deeply. “Why did you leave that school?” 
 
    I don’t want to lie to him, but I can’t tell him the truth. “There were just some issues at West Side,” I say. “I just needed to leave to get away from it all.” 
 
    James just looks at me, knowing that I'm keeping something from him, some part of me that I don't want him to see. His instinct is to push me to give him more information, to explain why a smart, athletic girl changed from a rich, respected school to this one when she is in Grade 11. He wants to ask, I can see it, but he can read my eyes and knows not to push me. “I know what that's like to want to get away from everything,” is all he says. “I'm sorry it got so bad you had to leave.” 
 
    “As you said, there are some jerks at my old school,” I say and James just nods. 
 
    “But I’m glad it brought you here,” he says. 
 
    “Why?” I ask him, wanting him to spell it out to me and not hide. 
 
    “Because I wouldn't have met you otherwise,” he says seriously, and then we just look at each other for a moment, communicating through our eyes to each other. He tells me that he's never met a girl like me before and I tell him I can't understand feeling this way about someone I barely know. And then the bell rings, but even with the loud blaring noise, it takes a moment for the trance to be broken. “I guess we better get out of here,” he says. 
 
    I look down at my two books. “I should check these out,” I say, standing up and pushing my chair in. James stands up, gathering his textbook and notebook. 
 
    “Ancient Greece was my favourite unit,” he says. 
 
    “I think it's everyone's favourite unit,” I say as we approach the librarian's desk. 
 
    “Just the two books?” Ms. Kettleburn says as she scans the two books. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Ms. Kettleburn, for all your help,” I say and gather the books. 
 
    “Always a pleasure.” Ms. Kettleburn gives me a suggestive look as she sees James waiting for me not too far away, distracted by his phone. “Looks like you found more than what you were looking for,” she says quietly so that only I can hear and then turns back to her computer with a grin on her face. 
 
    “So, I guess I'll see you around then,” I say to James as we stand just outside the library before we have to take opposite directions to our lockers. 
 
    “I hope so,” is what he replies with and I can tell that he is being sincere. “See you later,” he says and turns away to go to his locker before he says or does anything more. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Woman Up 
 
    “'Cause you're more than good enough / You gotta woman up, woman up / All my girls, we show, we groove / Just make them remember you / This one for all my girls / My girls who woman up, woman up” – Woman Up, Meghan Trainor 
 
    No POV 
 
    “She was the best player at West Side Academy,” Henrietta says. “There’s no way Mr. Sprout is going to keep her off the team.” 
 
    “She just thinks she can come to this school, with her expensive clothes and pretty face, and just take over!” Isabella yells. “I’m not losing top player in my last year to some Grade 11 who just came here like, what, two months ago? She shouldn’t even be allowed to play! She just transferred here!” 
 
    “But with Arya on the team, we would win the championship easily,” Henrietta replies. 
 
    “We can win without her,” Isabella says. “Our only competition has ever been West Side, and now that they don’t have her on the team, we can easily beat them.” 
 
    “But they beat us last year when she was a junior,” Henrietta says. 
 
    “Yeah, because they got Arya to sub in for the final,” Isabella says irritably.  
 
    “Either way,” Henrietta says. “She should be on the team, we should have the best team possible and we need Arya on the team for that. And as team captain, you should want what’s best for the team.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m not a good team captain?” Isabella asks. 
 
    “You are a great team captain,” Henrietta starts. “But you can’t just think of yourself, you need to think of the whole team and what’s best for all of us.” 
 
    Isabella slams her locker in frustration. “You think that know it all West Sider is what's best for us?” 
 
    “With regards to soccer skills,” Henrietta says, “yes.” 
 
    “She’s just so goddamn annoying!” Isabella says. 
 
    “Why do you dislike her so much?” Henrietta asks. 
 
    “I just know her type and I don't like her,” Isabella says. 
 
    “You don’t even know her!” Henrietta says. 
 
    “She's just another rich kid from that stupid preppy school that thinks they are better than the rest of us,” Isabella says. But Henrietta can hear the words that Isabella is not saying. That this new girl is a really good soccer player and Isabella is scared of losing the spotlight. It probably doesn't help that she's super pretty either. Henrietta knows that Isabella has been irritated by the guys in their grade making comments about the new girl. “And she should go back there. There's no reason for her to transfer here when she's already in Grade 11.” 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Ready?” Eleanor says in the changeroom, fully dressed for our second and last soccer tryout. By the time you’re a senior, it’s generally the same players as it was on the junior teams. There’s almost no point in tryouts at this point, any girl that maybe wanted to try out now has been scared away by not making the team in their junior years. Who wants to put themselves through that humiliation again? Especially since the girls that have already played and have always made the team aren’t going to be thrilled about you trying out. Why? Because to them if you weren’t good enough to make the team last year, you’re not good enough this year, and you would just bring the team down.  
 
    However, some people still try out because other than the super popular kids, the athletes always seem to dominate the school. No one else matters in comparison, and it's not like the teachers or coaches help with that stigma. They favour and joke around with the athletes and will make others feel insignificant without even realizing it. I hate it. 
 
    High school is pretty much a terrible place if you are not popular or not athletic. But you can be lucky and have really good friends that make it not such a terrible ride. But you can also have bullies, which can make it even worse. I hate bullies. I hate them more than anything and there are many different types of bullies and bullying. Some people may not even realize they are bullying someone. Putting people's ideas down, ignoring someone because they are difficult to deal with, being short with people, it's all a type of bullying and it can weigh people down, whether you can see it or not.  
 
    Some people are just very good at hiding when they have been hurt, not wanting the world to see. Not wanting people to know that someone else had the power to hurt them, not wanting to admit that they were bullied. That the ‘cool’ kids didn’t think of them as someone worth anything. It has to stop. Being a teenager is tough enough on its own, adding a bully into the mixture just makes it unbearable. 
 
    I pull an old t-shirt over my sports bra and tie up my hair in a high ponytail. “Yeah, I'm good,” I say to Eleanor. 
 
    “Then let’s go!” she says, and we head out the changeroom with the majority of the other soccer girls. 
 
    Walking out the school doors towards the fields, the sound of cleats on the pavement is rhythmic and almost comforting to me. I feel a hand slap me on the back and turn around to see the culprit. And I see him. James smiles at me and I can't help but feel like the luckiest girl that I can grab his attention, that he is paying attention to me when there are so many other girls he could be with. He is so gorgeous that I question why he's trying to get my attention, why he's trying to spend time with me. “Good luck,” he says with a smile. “Although you don't need it, superstar.” 
 
    “Superstar?” I say. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “I thought you might,” James says. “Listen, Arya, there’s something I wanted to ask you.” 
 
    “Shoot,” I say, curious what his question is going to be. I imagine all the different scenarios in my head, but then tell myself not to get too excited. 
 
    “James!” I hear a male voice call in the distance. It’s one of his soccer guys trying to get his attention. 
 
    James just rolls his eyes in response, not turning away from me. “I just wanted to ask you if you were free this Saturday night?” 
 
    Really? Is he really asking me on a date? Has the exact scenario in my head played out in real life? “Yes, I'm free,” I say, trying not to sound too excited. 
 
    “Great, I’ll…” James starts. 
 
    “James!!” the yelling is louder. “You better get moving or we’re all going to be doing laps!” 
 
    “You better go,” I say and he smiles and then winks at me before he turns to run to his teammates. 
 
    Tryouts pretty much went the same as last time, but the scrimmage went infinitely better, although it wouldn’t take much to beat it. Eleanor was on my team, and as she said, once she started making all her passes to me, the other girls followed suit, despite how much it irritated Isabella. Isabella and I still fought hard against each other, but thankfully no slide tackles this time. I think even she realized that she can't get away with that more than once. She should have broken my leg the first time if she wanted to get rid of me. 
 
    After tryouts and back in the school, I fill up my water bottle at the fountain before heading into the change room and as I turn, I see him. “Glad I got to see you before I left," James says, carrying his bag on his shoulder. “I have to head out, but I'll pick you at 4:30 pm on Saturday. Can I have your phone number to keep in contact and get your address?” he says as he hands me his phone. I can tell he is in a rush, so I just do what he asks, not wanting to delay him any longer than necessary. As I hand him back the phone, he puts it in his pocket and then looks at me again with those kind eyes. “I promise I'm not blowing you off right now,” he says, worried that I might think that he is. 
 
    “I know you’re not, James.” I say. “Now get out of here!” 
 
    “Thanks,” James says. “I’ll see you Saturday, if not sooner.” And then he runs out the door and I just watch him. 
 
    “Did I hear correctly, or does someone have a date with the James Fox?” Eleanor says behind me. I turn to her with a big smile on my face. 
 
    “You did hear correctly,” I say excitedly. 
 
    “That’s awesome!” Eleanor says. “He’s a really good guy from what I hear, although I am surprised because he hasn’t dated anyone since Grade 9.” 
 
    I wonder why it changed with me, why am I an exception, or maybe this isn’t a date? I mean, he never used those words, but what guy asks a girl to hang out on a Saturday night as friends?  
 
    “Don’t overthink it,” Eleanor says, clearly reading my thoughts from my face. “I’m sorry I mentioned it, you must be special to him is all I meant.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Cautious 
 
    “The closer I get to you / Deeper I fall / And I'm treading slowly / But I'm still lost in you” – Cautious, Tyler Shaw 
 
    No POV 
 
    “So, what are you doing this Saturday?” Samson asks all of the guys at the lockers. 
 
    “History project that’s going to take me all day tomorrow,” Richard says. “But I’ll be done before the evening.” 
 
    “I’m helping my dad build a new fence around the cottage.” Malcolm says. “But we’ll just be doing that during the day. Why?” 
 
    “My parents just told me they are out for the evening Saturday, and so we’d have the house to ourselves,” Samson says. “We could have a bonfire by the lake.” 
 
    “Yes!” Malcolm says. “I’m so up for that, we should invite some girls over too.” 
 
    “Just keep it small,” Samson says. “I don’t want to be responsible for a bunch of drunk teens by the lake. No more than ten and I mean it.” 
 
    “Why did you look at me when you said that?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “You know why,” Samson says. 
 
    “I promise I will abide by your rules,” Malcolm says. “An exclusive party is much better anyways.” 
 
    “Great!” Samson says but then turns to his friend James that has been quiet, and on his phone this entire time, facing his open locker. “James, what do you think?” 
 
    James 
 
    “Hmm... About what, sorry?” I say, putting my phone away and finally joining the conversation. 
 
    “Bonfire, my house, this Saturday night?” Samson says. 
 
    “Sorry, I can't,” I say automatically because for me it is an automatic response to being invited anywhere. It doesn't stop my friends from trying to get me to come out, but they rarely succeed. 
 
    “Why?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “I'm busy,” I say. 
 
    “With what?” Malcolm pursues. 
 
    “I’m busy okay,” I say, getting a little irritated that Malcolm won’t let it go, but really, I just don’t want to tell them what I’m doing. “So just drop it.” 
 
    “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a date with a certain West Side chick?” Samson asks. I turn on him. What has he heard? How does he know anything? By my look, I confirm what he has asked. “News travels fast in this school, James. Especially when the hot-shot soccer player is taking out a girl from West Side.” Samson smiles at me, glad to have confirmed something that was only a rumour until now. 
 
    “You’re going out with a West Sider?” Richard interjects. 
 
    “She's not from West Side, she goes here,” I say knowing that I can't keep Arya a secret. I don't know why I thought that she and I could just get to know each other first without having to deal with the pressures of our friends. High school is terrible sometimes. 
 
    “Then why did Samson say that you are taking someone from West Side on a date?” Malcolm asks, confused. 
 
    “Well, she doesn’t go to West Side anymore,” Samson says. “But I guess people still think of her as a West Sider, even after two months.” 
 
    “She’s not a West Sider anymore,” I say. “She goes to this school, she belongs here.” 
 
    “You can take the girl out of West Side, but you can't take West Side out of the girl,” Samson says, almost as a warning. 
 
    “Wait, are you talking about that psycho bitch that attacked me for hitting on her sister?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Don't you dare call her that,” I say, instantly on the offensive when it comes to someone insulting Arya. Like if they were insulting someone that I deeply cared about. 
 
    “Really, James?” Malcolm says. “That girl may be hot, but she is crazy. On the hot-crazy scale, she’s definitely off the charts.” 
 
    “She only acted that way towards you because you pissed her off,” I say, getting heated with anger. 
 
    “She’s just one of those spoiled princesses from that preppy school,” Malcolm says. “She’s used to getting what she wants all the time and doesn’t know what it’s like for the rest of us. And when things don’t go her way, she goes all crazy like she did on me.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say. “You don’t even know her.” 
 
    “And you do?” Richard asks. “Do you know her?” 
 
    “I’m trying to,” I say.“But I do know that I like her, and I want to spend more time with her.” 
 
    “She’s from a different world to us,” Samson says. “I have no idea why she transferred to East Side, but I don’t think it was her choice. She belongs in that preppy, Catholic school, James. Not here.” 
 
    “And not with me,” I say, reading between the lines of what my closest friend is saying to me. 
 
    “I never said that,” Samson says. “I just want you to be careful with her. You haven’t dated in so long and now you decide to go out with a girl you barely know. I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “So, it’s okay for you guys to push girls like Lisa down my throat, but when I’m interested in a girl who is, yes, different, and that you don’t know, you want to pull out all the stops?” I say. “I didn’t expect this from you guys. I thought you would be supportive.” 
 
    “Yet you kept it a secret from us?” Richard says, not trying to be rude or unkind.  
 
    I just wanted to enjoy her to myself for a while. Is that so selfish? 
 
    “James, you don’t get it,” Samson interjects. “We just want you to be happy, we don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “She's not going to do that,” I say truthfully, staring at Samson so he can see that I mean every word I say. “I trust her.” Samson looks at me and after years of friendship, he just nods in understanding. He knows that I mean it and I know that they are just looking out for me. 
 
    “Okay,” Samson says. “Then you should bring her out to the bonfire on Saturday.” Richard and Malcolm nod in agreement. 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” Malcolm says honestly. “If she’s important to you, then she’s important to us. If you like her, then she’s always welcome. But if she goes crazy on you, don’t come complaining to me!” I punch Malcolm on the arm. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” I say. “I don't know if that's a good idea though.” 
 
    “Why not?” Richard asks. 
 
    I don’t want to put Arya on the spot. I don’t want her to be surrounded by a bunch of people asking her questions and I don’t want her to feel out of place, but I don’t want to tell the guys this. “I’ll think about it,” is all I say. 
 
    No POV 
 
    Eleanor leans up against Arya's locker while she's not there and turns her head to look at Diana. 
 
    “Should we tell her?” Eleanor asks Diana. 
 
    “About his dad?” Diana says as she grabs her books from her locker. Eleanor nods. “Apart of me wants to. The other part thinks that he should be the one to tell her.” 
 
    “It messed him up,” Eleanor says. “He hasn't been the same since.” 
 
    “Well, maybe a West Side girl that’s just like him is what he needs to...” Diana says and then bites her lip. “I don't know. Help him become himself again?” 
 
    “So, we aren't going to warn her?” Eleanor asks. 
 
    “He probably likes that she doesn’t know,” Diana says. Eleanor gives Diana a look. “He'll tell her when he's ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Cheap Thrills 
 
    “Come on, come on, turn the radio on / It's Friday night and I won't be long / Gotta do my hair, put my make up on / It's Friday night and I won't be long” – Cheap Thrills, Sia 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Longest road!” Diana exclaims. “Hand it over here, Teddy!” She opens up her hand, waiting for the card to be placed there. After double-checking the count of Diana's road, Teddy reluctantly hands the longest road card to Diana. 
 
    “I will get it back,” Teddy says. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Diana replies. “You’re blocked on both sides!” 
 
    “I’ll just make a new road then!” Teddy says back to her. 
 
    “Are they always like this?” I whisper to George who is sitting next to me. 
 
    “When it comes to Settlers of Cataan, they become very competitive,” George whispers back. 
 
    For our Friday night board game night, we are all in Diana's basement, which is complete with a bar, a small kitchen, two game tables, a pool table, a large screen TV, and plenty of couches and chairs. While George, Diana, Teddy, and I play Settlers of Cataan, Sarah, Eleanor and Lincoln are playing Dominion. From the yelling coming from their table, I can tell they are getting competitive, or at least Eleanor is and she's getting frustrated with not being able to use her turns. Not enough action cards maybe? 
 
    As our game comes close to the end, I know that having the largest army will be my only way to win and I don't think any of them realize that I have a lot of knight cards. When my turn comes, I purchase a development card, praying that it's a knight. When I flip it over and see that it is, I jump out of the chair. “Ha!” I yell. “Ten points! Better luck next time!” 
 
    “What?!” Teddy yells and then when he looks at the cards I show him, he sees that it's true. 
 
    “Largest Army!” I say excitedly. 
 
    But then, I hear a “Nooooo!” coming from the other table. “Stupid curse!” Eleanor yells standing up from her chair. “I was one point from winning!” 
 
    Lincoln just sits in his seat like the calm guy he always is. “Better luck next time, Eleanor,” is all he says as he starts putting the game away. 
 
    “Okay, okay!” Diana says as it is clear that both games are done and playing anymore might cause damage to a friendship. “I'm making nachos, there are more drinks in the fridge if anyone wants.” 
 
    “Time for margaritas!” Teddy yells as he heads over to the fridge, grabbing everything he needs and then getting the blender. He stands at the back of the bar as if he is a bartender. I walk over to one of the stools and sit down. 
 
    “One margarita, please!” I call to him. 
 
    “Coming up!” Teddy says and throws a tea towel over his shoulder. He always loves getting into the bartender roll. 
 
    Eleanor comes up and sits beside me. “One margarita, double shot!” she calls over the bar to Teddy. 
 
    “I’m going to have to charge you extra!” Teddy says just before he starts the blender. 
 
    “Oh, bugger off,” Eleanor says, but I don't think Teddy hears her over the noise of the blender. 
 
    “Anyone else for a margarita?” Teddy calls out as he starts grabbing glasses. 
 
    “I’ll have one!” both Diana and Sarah say in unison. 
 
    “Lincoln?” Teddy asks while he pours the drinks. 
 
    “I'm good, mate,” Lincoln says and holds up the beer bottle in his hand. 
 
    “You’re not going to ask me?” George says. 
 
    “You don’t deserve it,” Teddy says. “A tiny glass like this in your giant hands just doesn’t match.” 
 
    “Hey!” George says. “I like the girly drinks too, in the comfort of you people is the only time I get to enjoy them.” 
 
    “Fine,” Teddy says. “One more margarita coming up!” 
 
    “No, I'm fine Teddy, I just wanted to make a point,” George says and holds up his beer bottle. 
 
    “More for us then,” Teddy says as he tops off all the glasses and then lines three up on the bar for Eleanor, Sarah, and me, and passes one to Diana behind at the stove, and helps himself to his own glass. 
 
    “Ahhh,” Eleanor says. “Just how I like it, strong, sweet and sour.” 
 
    “I thought that’s how you liked your men?” Lincoln says. 
 
    “No,” Eleanor starts, “I like my men how I like my pizza; hot and steamy.” And then she turns back to her drink. 
 
    “I guess that explains why George is the only hockey player in our grade you haven't dated,” Lincoln says, winking at Eleanor and then smiling at George. 
 
    “Hey!” George says. 
 
    “We're too good of friends,” Eleanor says. “And George doesn't get my Friends references because he hasn't watched the show, so that's pretty much a deal-breaker right there.” 
 
    “I don't get your obsession with it,” George says in his defense. 
 
    “Could you BE anymore clueless?” Eleanor says to him and we all laugh except him. 
 
    “Nachos are ready!” Diana calls out as she places them on the bar with an oven mitt hand. Everyone crowds around to start grabbing at them. 
 
    “Mmmmmm…So good!” Sarah says. “Now I like my men how I like my nachos; hot and super cheesy.” Everyone laughs. 
 
    “Well, I like my men how I like my whiskey; twice my age and from Scotland,” Diana says as she takes another sip of her drink. 
 
    “You've been watching way too much of that Outlander show,” Sarah says. 
 
    “Jamie is sexy and beautiful and just everything,” Diana says. “I can’t not watch it!” 
 
    “What about you, Arya?” Teddy asks me. “How do you like your men?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me how you like your women?” I ask, deflecting the question. 
 
    “I can tell you how she likes her men!” Diana calls out. “She likes her men to have the first name James and the last name Fox!” 
 
    “Thanks, Diana,” I say, not actually angry because I know James and I can't be a secret. 
 
    “You know there are no secrets between us,” she says and then grabs another nacho chip. 
 
    “So, it’s true then?” Lincoln says. “Wasn’t sure if it was just a rumour or not.” 
 
    “He asked her out yesterday after soccer tryouts,” Eleanor says. “I'm jealous, he's such a cutie. If he was a hockey player, I would hate you,” she says to me, smiling. I know she is kidding, but I do think she might cause me harm if he was a hockey player, thank goodness he is not. I look over at George and he seems bothered by the news. 
 
    “So, what are you guys doing?” Sarah asks and takes a sip of her drink. 
 
    “He just told me that he's picking me up at 4:30 pm tomorrow and to dress casual, whatever that means for a first date,” I say. 
 
    “Boy better not be shortchanging on this date!” Diana says. “I get that he hasn't taken a girl out in a while, but he has no excuse to treat you as anything but a queen.” 
 
    “Aww...” I say, holding my hand over my heart. “Such a sweetheart, but I’m sure it will be fine. I’ll let you know how it goes.” 
 
    “You better!” Diana says. “That boy has become a mystery the last two years. I feel like he avoids people as much as possible.” 
 
    “Didn’t avoid Arya,” Eleanor says. “Ran up to her like a lovestruck boy the other day.” 
 
    “You must have had quite the effect on him, Arya,” Lincoln says. “That guy hasn't gone out with a girl in two years.” I look at Lincoln. If Diana has become my closest girlfriend in this group, Lincoln has become my closest guy friend. So many people think that guys and girls can't be just close friends, that at least one of them will eventually develop feelings for the other, but I don't think that will ever be the case with Lincoln and me. We have a close friendship that I can tell neither of us wants to develop into anything more. We care about each other, and guys and girls can care a lot about each other without any romantic feelings. 
 
    I look back over at George again and he seems fine now. But what happened before? Why did he seem bothered about me going on a date with James?

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – Lucky 
 
    “Early morning, she wakes up / Knock, knock, knock on the door / It's time for make-up, perfect smile / It's you they're all waiting for / They go / Isn't she lovely, this Hollywood girl? / And they say / She's so lucky, she's a star” – Lucky, Britney Spears 
 
    Arya 
 
    The whole morning at work I was thinking about my date with James. Now that I am at home, trying to do homework, I look at the time periodically, thinking, ‘Should I get ready now?’ or ‘What do I need to do before he gets here?’. And then I remind myself that he's not coming until 4:30 pm, so there's not even a point in thinking about getting ready until 3:30 pm, but the afternoon drags on. I work on my history project because at least it's interesting and will keep me distracted and not constantly checking the time. Once I finish all the proofreading of my paper, I check the time. 3:12 pm. Close enough to 3:30 pm, let's round-up! I close my laptop on my desk, twirl around on my computer chair, and head to my closest. He said casual, but what does that even mean on a first date? Is that a hike? Is that a picnic? I have no idea. I pick out a long sleeve blue flowy shirt and pair it with black shorts, placing them on the bed along with undergarments. Happy with the selection, I go have a shower, shaving off any hair that might be visible in the outfit I've chosen, because heaven forbid should he finds out that hair grows there! I blow dry my hair out, perfecting it with the straightener, and then head back to my room and throw on my chosen outfit.  
 
    “Arya!” I hear Mia’s voice call from outside my door. “Dad says James has to come into the house to meet him before you guys leave!” And then she tests my door and upon finding out it’s unlocked comes into my room. “Wow, you look hot!” she says. 
 
    I look at myself in the mirror. “I hate it,” I say, not happy with how flowy the shirt is, it makes me look huge. I pull off the shirt and throw it on my bed and put on a loose burgundy V-neck and look in the mirror. “I need to change the shorts,” I say and then proceed to toss the shorts on my bed too and put on a pair of jean capris. I look in the mirror again. “Perfect.” 
 
    “Wow,” Mia says. “Only one shirt and pair of shorts on the bed, it’s usually a pile.” 
 
    “Shut up.” I smile. 
 
    “Just kidding,” Mia says. “You look great. Where is James taking you anyway?” 
 
    “I have no idea, he just told me to dress casual,” I say. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” Mia asks. 
 
    “A little,” I say. “I really like him, I just can’t believe that he likes me.” 
 
    “Why wouldn't he like you?” Mia says. “You're beautiful, athletic, and smart. Men should be on their knees in front of you. I should know, we look alike!” 
 
    “Do you have men falling to their knees in front of you?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at my little sister. 
 
    “Not yet,” Mia says. “But it’s only a matter of time.” She winks at me and I roll my eyes at her. 
 
    The doorbell rings. “Shoot! What time is it?” I say as I look for my phone. 
 
    “4:27 pm,” Mia says, looking at her phone. 
 
    “Why is he early? Who arrives early anymore?” I say, running around my room to throw on my white Toms. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mia starts. “I’m sure Dad will be happy to answer the door for you.” 
 
    “Thanks for your help!” I say to her as I stand at my dresser, putting on my gold cross necklace as well as some mascara. “Okay, what else do I need.” 
 
    “Phone,” Mia says automatically, and I point at her confirming this. 
 
    “Where is it?” I say looking around my room. Why is it that I always have my phone on me, but right before I need to leave it suddenly disappears? I look everywhere around the room. Okay, think Arya, when were you using it last? Listening to music when I was doing my hair. I rush out of my room and find the phone on the sink counter, grab it, and put it in my back pocket. 
 
    “Lip balm?” Mia says, holding up my lip balm for me as we stand at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, grabbing it and putting it on before adding it to my back pocket. 
 
    “And maybe some cash,” Mia says, holding up a twenty-dollar bill. “You know, in case you get left on the side of the road, your phone dies and someone is driving by that will only take you home for money.” 
 
    “Thank you for the mental image, Mia,” I say, grabbing the money from her hand and putting it in my other back pocket. 
 
    “Not that I think it will happen obviously,” Mia assures me. “But on the off chance, you can thank me that you were able to make it home safely.” She smiles at me. 
 
    “Okay, I should head down there and save James now,” I say and turn to go down the stairs. 
 
    “Good luck!” Mia calls after me as I barrel down the stairs, turning left into the living room only to find my dad in his chair, talking to James, who is sitting on the couch. 
 
    “And your parents know where you are going?” Dad asks James. 
 
    “My mom knows where are going, Dr. Secord,” James says and then his eyes look to me as I walk in and a smile spreads across his face. My dad looks over to see what has captured James' attention. 
 
    “Arya, nice of you to join us,” Dad says. 
 
    “Thank you for answering the door,” I say to him. “Are you ready to go, James?” I ask, hoping we can make a clean getaway. 
 
    “Yes,” James says, slapping his thighs and getting up from the coach. He extends his hand out to my dad. “It was great to meet you, Dr. Secord.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Dad says as he stands up from his chair and accepts James' handshake. “Make sure to be home no later than 11:00 pm.” Dad gives a warning glance to James and then to me. 
 
    “No problem,” James says before I have a chance to reply and then we finally make our escape from the house. 
 
    “Have a good night!” Dad says as we walk out the door and I wave goodbye at him. I grab my dark brown leather jacket from the closet next to the front door before we leave. Approaching his car, James takes the driver's seat while I go into the passenger's. 
 
    “I hope my dad wasn't too hard on you,” I say as James puts on his sunglasses, starts up his car, and pulls out of the driveway. 
 
    “Nothing I can't handle,” James says. “He's just looking out for you. You look beautiful by the way.” 
 
    “Even though you told me to dress casual?” I joke with him. 
 
    “Trust me, you'll thank me when you see where we are going,” James says. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask. 
 
    James smiles to himself. “You’ll see when we get there, it’s not too far.” 
 
    “If I guess where we are going, will you tell me if I’m right?” I ask. 
 
    “Nope,” he says, without even considering it.  
 
    “Bowling Alley?” I ask. 
 
    “I already told you I'm not telling you,” James says. 
 
    “I know, I’m just trying to read your facial expressions,” I say. “Maple Sugar Shack?” 
 
    “No, but that’s a good idea,” James says. “Maybe next time.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m already excited!” I say. “They have the best pancakes and sausages there.” 
 
    “I'd prefer you to be excited about this night,” James says jokingly. 
 
    “Oh, I am,” I say. “Drive-In Movie?” 
 
    “Would you please stop?” James says and places a hand on my thigh as he’s smiling. “We’re almost there.” His hand is only on my thigh for a moment, but his touch sends a jolt through me and I can feel where his hand was long after it’s gone. 
 
    “Fine,” I say. “I’ll stop, but I’m giving you some great date ideas for the future.” 
 
    “Maybe you should be planning our future dates then,” James says and looks at me from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “We'll see how you do on this one and go from there,” I say and smile at him. 
 
    James slows down the car, putting his right indicator on, and pulls up into a parking lot. I look up through the windshield to see where he has taken me because I didn't pay attention at all during the ride, and immediately I recognize where we are. He has taken me to St. Paul's United Church. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – Hymn for the Weekend 
 
    “Oh, angel sent from up above / You know you make my world light up / When I was down, when I was hurt / You came to lift me up / Life is a drink and love's a drug / Oh, now I think I must be miles up / When / I was a river dried up / You came to rain a flood” – Hymn for the Weekend, Coldplay ft. Beyonce 
 
    Arya 
 
    He parks the car and shuts off the engine. “Are you coming?” James says to me. 
 
    “You thought bringing me to church was a good idea for our first date?” I ask him. 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” James assures me. “Just come with me.” 
 
    “So, you’re not trying to convert me to this Protestant church?” I ask. 
 
    James laughs. “I promise I am not trying to convert you. Just trust me.” 
 
    And with those last three words, I feel safe. “Okay,” I say, and unbuckle my seatbelt. We step out of the car and head into the back of the church. I follow James, and he leads me downstairs and we walk into an open hallway. There is a kitchen to the right where people are beginning to put together food, and I can see ahead there is a large open hall where people are starting to set up tables and chairs. 
 
    “So good to see you James!” an older woman with a clipboard says as she sees us walk in. “And this must be your friend,” she says to me kindly. 
 
    “It’s great to see you as well, Margery,” James says. “This Arya, she’s going to help out with the dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Well, the girls need some extra hands in the kitchen,” Margery says. “And the men would appreciate a young man to help with moving everything in the hall for setting up.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” James says. “Can you please help Arya with getting started?” 
 
    “Of course,” Margery says as if it's no trouble at all. 
 
    James turns to me. “Once a month, our church hosts a dinner that is open to the entire community. I thought you would like to be a part of it. Everyone here is great, and I wouldn’t leave you in that kitchen if I didn’t trust that you would be fine.” 
 
    “It's perfect, James,” I say, placing a hand on this arm to assure him. 
 
    “Stop scaring her and go help the men out, James,” Margery says. 
 
    “I will see you soon,” James says to me and heads out. 
 
    “Let me introduce you to all the girls in the kitchen,” Margery says. “Here’s an apron so you don’t get your clothes messed up.” 
 
    I take the apron and put it on, tying up my hair in a ponytail. I move slowly because I'm a bit nervous. James has taken me to a place I've never been and has left me alone, but he told me to trust him, so I will. 
 
    “Ladies, please meet Arya,” Margery says. “She’s going to help us out with the dinner this evening.” 
 
    They all smile at me, there are about six women, all in the range of forty to sixty years of age approximately. There is a kindness in this room, a warmth, and I can feel it radiating off them. 
 
    “She can help me with the potatoes!” A woman calls out at the end of the center island. 
 
    I look to the raised hand and follow towards the woman. “Hi, my name is Christine,” she says. 
 
    “Arya,” I say. 
 
    “So, we're making scalloped potatoes today, and you know how much people love potatoes, so we've got to make a lot to feed everyone,” Christine says. 
 
    “I'll be honest that I have never made scalloped potatoes, but I'm a pretty quick learner,” I say and Christine just smiles at me. 
 
    “I was about to start slicing the potatoes, but now that you are here, I'll show you how to how to cut them, and then I can make the sauce,” Christine says. 
 
    And that's how it all began, Christine and the other ladies were all lovely to me the entire time we are preparing and cooking together. It was a lot of fun; the camaraderie makes the work fun and easier. These women are hilarious as well, telling all their stories and making fun of one another. Of course, they do ask me about James though. 
 
    “We go to the same high school,” I say. “He thought that bringing me here was a nice idea for a date.” 
 
    “He’s making you cook on a date?” one the of older ladies, Gloria, says. “Where in the right mind did that young man think that bringing a girl here for a date was a good idea?” 
 
    “In my day, we would go out to the movie theater and then for ice cream,” another woman says. 
 
    “The theater was cheap; any guy could afford to take a girl there,” Gloria says. “You want a guy to take you out for a meal, a girl has got to eat and I’m not paying for fancy meals on my dime.” 
 
    We all laugh, and just then is when James walks into the kitchen. He comes right up to me. “How are you?” he asks, and he places his hand on the small of my back. 
 
    “Good, thanks.” I smile at him. 
 
    “James Bartholomew Fox,” Gloria starts as she walks up to him. “Am I right in hearing that you think you can bring a girl here on a date?”  
 
    “Gloria…” James starts, but before he can get another word out, she slaps him on the arm with a tea towel. “Gloria!” he calls out, taking a step back from her, surprised at her attack on him. 
 
    “I know your mother taught you better than that,” Gloria says. “Be grateful it was a tea towel and not a wooden spoon in my hand.” 
 
    “I am grateful!” James says, and I can see that he’s on alert for another attack from her. 
 
    “Now this beautiful girl deserves to get all dressed up and be taken out to a nice dinner, not serving up ham and potatoes on a Saturday night,” Gloria says accusingly. 
 
    I want to help defend James, but what I am witnessing is too funny, so I decide to just let it play out and see if he can climb his way out of this one. “Gloria, please, hear me out,” James begins, “Arya deserves much more than I could ever possibly give her, but one thing I do know is that I want her to be with me. I want her to get to know me, the things I do, and be with the people I care about. I consider you like family and I wanted Arya to be a part of it. That's why I brought her here.” 
 
    “Nice save, young man,” Gloria says, waving her tea towel at him. “But make sure you feed her well after all this.” 
 
    “Oh, I intend to,” James says and then winks at me. What James said about me has me slightly awestruck. The fact that he wants me to be a part of his world means so much more than any fancy dinner could. 
 
    “Okay, time to bring out all the food!” Margery calls from outside the kitchen. “James you can be in charge of the ham and Arya the potatoes, two pieces of ham, and a scoop of scalloped potatoes for every person!” 
 
    “Let's get this all out there,” James says as he's about to lift the giant tray of ham. 
 
    “James, you need an apron!” Gloria yells at him and then throws and a pink apron on his head. 
 
    “Thank you, Gloria,” James says beneath the apron and I just laugh. 
 
    “Put it on! People are starting to arrive!” Gloria says as she walks out of the kitchen carrying two giant salad bowls. 
 
    James puts the apron on. “What do you think?” he asks me. 
 
    “I think pink is a nice colour on you,” I say, containing the laughter inside of me. 
 
    “She always saves this one for me,” James says. “I'd feel weird wearing a different colour and not having people stare at me.” Apart of me wants to tell him that a man wearing an apron is very attractive, but I'll keep that thought to myself. James grabs the tray of ham. “Let's get out there.” 
 
    James walks out to the hall and I follow behind him with one of the five giant trays of scalloped potatoes that we have prepared. James and I are at the first table next to the plates. After the people are greeted, we are the first people that everyone sees when they walk in and grab a plate to be served. James continually cuts pieces of ham, placing them on people's plates and then they come to me and I give them a big serving of potatoes. Everyone is kind and gracious and so many people have come out to this, and before I know it, I'm on my last tray of scalloped potatoes. James and I barely have time to talk to each other because we are just continuously serving an endless line of people, but it's okay. Having him close to me is enough, hearing his voice talking to all the people walking in is enough and the fact that he felt comfortable enough to bring me here means everything to me. That he wants me to be a part of this. The endless line does come to an end at some point with ten helpings left of potatoes and five pieces of ham. “I'm going to tell Margery that a couple of lucky people can come back up for seconds,” James says and leaves my side to find her. 
 
    Within minutes, a handful of men are lined up at the table, and James and I both serve the remaining food until the trays are empty. 
 
    “Now for the fun part,” James says looking at me with a big grin. 
 
    “Somehow I don't think it's going to be fun,” I say. 
 
    “Grab the trays and bring them to the kitchen,” James says as he lifts the tray that once held a giant ham. 
 
    James puts the tray in the giant industrialized sink, and I realize what the 'fun part' is. “You must really like doing dishes,” I say. 
 
    “And you don’t?” James smiles. 
 
    James washes all the dishes from the night in that giant sink and I dry them all, putting them away in their respective cabinets with the help of James. The dinner is still going on in the hall and from the noise, it's sounding like everyone is having a good time. Margery comes into the kitchen and sees that all the dishes have been cleaned and put away. “Thank you so much for your help today, both of you,” Margery says. “Thank you for coming out, Arya. We hope to see more of you.” 
 
    I smile at her. “I hope so as well.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like everything is taken care of,” Margery says. “I think you two can head out now and enjoy the rest of your evening.”  
 
    “Thank you, Margery,” James says. “We’ll see you soon.” And then Margery leaves us to join the dinner in the hall. 
 
    “Okay time to take this thing off,” James says as he pulls off the pink apron and hangs it up. I take mine off and he hangs it up too. 
 
    “You know,” I say, as we start heading out the door to James’ car. “I think I preferred you with the apron.” 
 
    “Oh really?” James says. “Does it turn you on?” 
 
    “I admit that a man in an apron is very attractive,” I say. “Shows that he can be a good house husband.”  
 
    “Is that what you're looking for in a guy?” James asks with a smile on his face. 
 
    “It doesn't hurt,” I say as we both step into James' car. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Saturday in the Park 
 
    “Saturday in the park, / I think it was the Fourth of July” – Saturday in the Park, Chicago 
 
    Arya 
 
    “I hope you had a good time there,” James says as he pulls out of the church parking lot onto the road. 
 
    “It was perfect, James,” I say. “Everyone was so lovely and kind, and I do mean it that I want to come back again next time.” 
 
    James smiles. “Good, I want to bring you back again. I will admit I got a bit worried that I messed up when Gloria started hitting me with that tea towel.” 
 
    I laugh. “She’s a firecracker, but you didn’t even come close to messing up at all. I enjoyed all of it and I’m happy that you wanted to bring me there and have me be a part of it.” 
 
    “You're the first person I've ever brought there,” James says. “I wanted to keep that part of my life to myself but with you, it's different. With you, I want to share everything.” I just stare at James as he is driving. How can a boy be so perfect? He's so kind, genuine, smart, athletic, and handsome? How can one person have so much? “Why are you staring at me like that, Arya?” 
 
    “Just curious how a guy like you could want to be with a girl like me,” I say. 
 
    “Clearly you don’t realize how amazing you are,” James says. “Because if you could see yourself the way I see you, you would know that you’re exceptional.” 
 
    “You barely know me,” I say. “How can you already know that?” 
 
    “I’ll admit to stalking your Facebook profile,” James says. “From there I could find out you’re smart and athletic from all your awards, and then that you are kind and caring for all the volunteering you do. I may have also talked to your friend George about you.” James confesses. George never mentioned anything like that to me, and, as if he is reading my mind, James says, “I told him not to say anything to you.” 
 
    “You must really like me then.” I smile at James and he smiles at the road. 
 
    “Well, I know the feeling is mutual,” James says. 
 
    “You seem sure about that?” I say. 
 
    “I saw the way you were looking at me in the library that day,” James says, and I give him a sideways glance. “I knew you couldn’t possibly be picking out a book from the Latin section.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I say. “Maybe I was interested in learning the language?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” James says. “I admit, I didn’t mind looking up from my homework to see you pretending to look at books in an effort to get my attention.” 
 
    “I did not…” I start to say, but then James takes his left hand off the steering wheel and effortlessly brushes it through his hair. He makes this effortless movement look so sexy and I also get a clear view of his bicep once again. 
 
    “You were saying?” James says as he puts his hand back on the wheel, smiling at the fact that he was able to stop me mid-sentence. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Bartholomew,” I say as I slap his stomach with the back of my hand. 
 
    “Hey!” James says in reaction. “Only my mother and Gloria are allowed to use my middle name.” 
 
    “Well, I've just added myself to the list,” I say smiling. 
 
    “Well, you're restricted to only call me that within the confines of this car,” James says. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Bartholomew,” I say, looking out the side window, knowing that it irritates him. “So, where are you taking me now?” I say, changing the subject. “Because I'm so hungry I'd consider eating a sheep's head.” 
 
    “A sheep’s head?” James asks, giving me a questionable look before turning his eyes back to the road. 
 
    "It's a delicacy in Norway," I say. “My aunt was visiting there and she and her friend accidentally ordered two sheep heads at a restaurant there.” 
 
    “Did they eat it?” James asks. 
 
    “Oh no,” I say. “They were both pretty horrified when the sheep heads were placed before them. The restaurant was nice about it though and prepared something else for them that was a bit more American-style cuisine." 
 
    “Well, unfortunately, I don't know how to prepare a sheep's head so that won't be on the menu for tonight,” James says. 
 
    “Oh, darn it!” I say in jest. “I guess you aren’t as amazing as I thought.” 
 
    James just laughs at me. We continue driving along a straight road and there are few cars around. The sun looks like it’s about to set, and before James turns in, I know exactly where he has taken me. “Here we are!” James says as he pulls up in an empty gravel parking lot on the edge of a giant lake, and parks next to a giant willow tree with a picnic bench beneath it. 
 
    “Please tell me you have a cute little woven picnic basket in the back full of treats,” I say. 
 
    “Not quite,” James says as he gets out of the car. I follow him out of the car, putting on my jacket with the outdoor chill, and he opens the trunk to reveal a giant red and white cooler. “Couldn't borrow Red Riding Hood's basket, so this will have to do.” And then he pulls out the cooler along with a towel and shuts his trunk and we proceed to the picnic table. 
 
    We stand on either side of the picnic table, James puts the cooler down next to the picnic bench and I help him place the towel to cover the entire table portion of the picnic table, and then we both sit down. “So, for tonight we have,” James says as he reaches over and opens the lid of the cooler, and pulling out two glass containers, “potato salad and three bean salad, courtesy of Costco.” Holding them up and placing them on the table. “A bag of honey dijon chips, courtesy of Metro.” James places a bag of chips on the table. “Ginger ale.” And he pulls out two cans of ginger ale. "And best of all," James grabs a giant glass container that was resting at the bottom of the cooler, "samosas, courtesy of my mother." 
 
    “They look delicious,” I say, looking through the glass container. “Everything looks great James. You’ve gone above and beyond.” 
 
    “It's no sheep's head, but I'm glad you appreciate it,” James says. 
 
    James begins opening up all the containers and then grabs reusable utensils and two plates from the cooler, handing a plate and fork to me and putting a spoon in both the bean and potato dishes. I immediately open up the bag of chips and take a couple for myself. “So good!” I say. 
 
    “I also have water if you prefer that to ginger ale,” James says, about to grab it from the cooler but then I crack open one of the cans of ginger ale. “I guess that's my answer then.” 
 
    James and I have a great meal on the picnic table in the park. Not a single person disturbs us the entire time and we get to watch the sunset. We eat everything, cleaning off all the containers and plates, leaving only a quarter bag of the chips left. We clear everything off the table, including the towel, and put it all back into the cooler, with the towel folded on top. We both go and sit on the table portion of the picnic bench, with our feet on the seat portion, facing towards the lake.  
 
    “It's beautiful out here,” I say. 
 
    “It really is,” James says. “There something about being next to the water.” 
 
    “It just calms you,” I say, and we just sit in comfortable silence for a while. “James?” I finally say. 
 
    “Yes?” he asks, both of us looking out onto the water. 
 
    “I’ve heard things about you,” I say. “They say you haven’t been on a date since Grade 9, that you keep to yourself, is that true?” 
 
    “I’ll admit, I dated a lot of girls at the beginning of Grade 9,” James says. “You know, new people and everything.” 
 
    “But then?” I ask, turning to look at him, but he continues to look out on the water. I can see him debating with himself internally, he wants to share himself with me, but clearly, this is not something he talks about often or at all. 
 
    “My dad died over the Christmas break during my Grade 9 year,” James says. “He was killed in a car accident.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry, James,” I say, wanting to reach out to comfort him, but I wait. 
 
    “It was late at night,” James says. “My dad and the other driver both thought they were the only ones on the road. My dad went through a yellow light and the other driver went through a red. The other guy survived but not my dad.” James looks down at his fingers, fidgeting with them. I put a hand on his shoulder so that he knows that I'm still there. “They phoned us when it happened. Must have been three o'clock in the morning, it was the worst thing in my life. My Uncle Terry drove my mom out to identify the body and I stayed with my sisters. My uncle had to identify the body because my mom just couldn't bear it.” I can tell James wants to tell me more, but it's like his body just won't let him, and he's already shared so much with me. 
 
    “You don't have to say anymore, James,” I say, rubbing his shoulder continuously. I remember two years ago my dad telling me about a family with three kids that lost their father. I remember feeling bad for the family, people that were strangers, but then I didn’t think about them again. It’s James. It’s his family that was the center of that tragedy. While I got to forget about the tragedy, James had to live through it. 
 
    “So I wasn't interested in much after that,” James says. “My uncle offered me a job working at the construction company. Initially to earn some extra cash, but now I'm saving up for school. Everything changed. Hanging out with the guys or flirting with girls just seemed to not matter anymore. School, soccer, work, and my family became my entire focus. My mom was always sad, and I had to be there for my sisters, it took everything out of me, and I was so mad at that guy who drove through the red light. In an instant, he took everything from us, he changed our lives forever. I just had to accept that we would have to live without my dad." 
 
    “James…” I say and then he finally turns towards me to look me in the eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know why it changed with you, Arya,” James says. “I just know that you made me feel something that I have never felt before, and I couldn’t stay away even if I wanted to.” And then we just stare at each other. I want to know James completely. I want to know everything about him and be everything for him. And just then I feel a bite on my ankle. 
 
    “Ah!” I say and then slap my foot. 
 
    James slaps his neck and looks down on his hand. “I guess the mossies are out now,” he says and then laughs. 
 
    “Gotta love Canada,” I say. 
 
    “Let's head back to the car before we get eaten alive,” James says, stepping off the picnic bench, grabbing the cooler and towel to put in the trunk of his car. We sit in James' car, protected from the annoying mosquitoes that are the Canadian signal for it being time to come inside. James looks at his phone, clearly reading something of interest.  
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Just my friends,” James says. “They are having a bonfire by the lake and wanted us to come out.” 
 
    “Which lake?” I ask. 
 
    “Pike Lake,” James says. “We don’t have to go.” 
 
    “It's not that far from here,” I say. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go?” James asks me. 
 
    I'm not sure I want to go. You see, my gut is telling me not to go, that something will happen around these people I don't know in a place I don't know. But then my brain tells me that I should go because I think 'will James want to be with me if I'm not willing to hang out with his friends?'. In any situation, you should always listen to your gut because it knows things that your brain doesn't. Your gut understands things that your brain can't even comprehend. Your gut's decision or feeling may not even make sense at the time, and it can't give a logical explanation of why it feels that way, but it's always right. “I think it would be fun,” I say. So why did I ignore it? Why did I choose to attempt being accepted by James' friends over my gut that has never let me down? 
 
    “Okay!” James says, starting up the car. “But I should warn you that Malcolm will be there.” 
 
    “He probably thinks I'm some crazy monster or something,” I say. 
 
    “I think he used the term psychopath,” James says. “But he’s a good guy, he’s willing to apologize and start over again.” 
 
    “I'll believe it when I see it,” I say.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 – I Like Me Better 
 
    “I like me better when I'm with you / I knew from the first time, I'd stay for a long time 'cause / I like me better when / I like me better when I'm with you” – I Like Me Better, Lauv 
 
    No POV 
 
    “They're coming!” Samson shouts to everyone as he reads the text from James, hoisting his can of beer in the air at the news. Richard, Samson, and Samson's girlfriend, Bobbi, are standing near the deck of the house while Malcolm is at the shore with two girls, one of which is Lisa, and the other, her friend Paulina. 
 
    “Wait, James is actually coming out here?” Richard asks, not believing that James would make an appearance tonight at all. 
 
    “Says so right here!” Samson says, holding up his phone to Richard to confirm.  
 
    Richard reads the text. “And he’s bringing that West Side girl with him.”   
 
    “I don't think you should call her that when she gets here,” Samson says. 
 
    “Who’s he bringing with him?” Bobbi asks. 
 
    “She’s a girl from our school that transferred from West Side this year,” Samson says. “Her name is Arya.” 
 
    “So, he's finally taken a girl out on a date,” Bobbi says, happy that James finally found someone that could make him happy. 
 
    Lisa can’t hear the conversation by the deck, so she turns to Malcolm. “Who did they say was coming?” Lisa asks, hoping to hear the James will be coming out. 
 
    “It'll be James and that West Side girl,” Malcolm says while he takes a sip of his drink. 
 
    “What West Side girl?” Lisa asks immediately. Since when is James interested in anyone? Especially someone from West Side. 
 
    “The girl that switched here from West Side, like, what, two months ago?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Since when is he hanging out with her?!” Lisa demands. Lisa always thought that when James was finally ready to date that he would go for her. She’s pretty, popular, blonde and on the volleyball team. Why wouldn't he want her? She's liked him since the first day of Grade 9 when they were in the same science class. James dated a bunch of girls at the beginning of Grade 9, but none of them made it past two dates. She didn't want to be one of those girls, used and forgotten so easily, so she was willing to wait for James. She would wait until he tired of all the other girls and then she would come in and they could be together. But life never goes according to plan, and that Grade 9 winter, everything changed. James lost his father over Christmas break and everything about him changed. She tried to be there for him, to comfort him, but he didn't want anything from her. The more she pushed, the more he pulled away, but she just couldn't let him go. She told herself it was because of his dad, that he would one day snap out of it and realize she was the girl for him. But now? He's with some new girl? And not just any girl, a girl from West Side. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know when they started hanging out. We just found out he was taking her on a date yesterday. Anyways, I need a refill,” Malcolm says and turns to go back up to the deck where all the drinks are, leaving Paulina and Lisa alone. 
 
    Lisa turns to her friend. “Can you believe this?” Lisa says to her. “He’s shacking up with that new girl! He’s doesn’t date anyone for two years and now he’s dating her!” 
 
    “Chill out, Lisa,” Paulina says. “Don’t flip out until you know everything.” 
 
    “I swear to God if that girl comes out here holding his hand and acting like he's hers, it's game over,” Lisa says, downing the rest of her drink in one gulp. “I need another.” And then she starts walking up to the deck and Paulina follows, rolling her eyes at her friend, knowing that everyone should prepare themselves for drama tonight. 
 
    Arya 
 
    James parks the car in the driveway of his friend Samson’s house, next to two other cars. James gets out of the car, but I don’t move. I didn’t listen to my gut earlier and now it’s angry. ‘I told you not to come here,’ it says to me. ‘You know this isn’t going to end well’. 
 
    “Arya?” James says. He has opened the passenger door and is concerned about why I haven't moved. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm fine,” I say, taking my seat belt off and climbing out of the car. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this,” he says, leaning on the car door. We are just inches away from each other and it causes my heart to beat faster. 
 
    ‘He’s giving you a way out!’ my gut tells me, and I consider it. But then my brain overrides it, as it always tries to do, shouting at me, ‘What will his friends think of you then? They’ll think that you are too scared to hang out with them! And how will you and James be together then?’ 
 
    “No, James,” I say, shaking my head to rid it of the negative thoughts. “I want to do this.” Unfortunately, when you really like someone, you are willing to do things that you wouldn't normally do to impress them. And that night, I ignored my gut twice, letting my brain win both arguments. Why? Because I trusted that with James, it would be okay. 
 
    “Okay,” James says and shuts the car door and takes my hand in his. His touch is everything to me, and this contact is enough to silence my gut as we walk around the house to the backyard. 
 
    “You made it!” I hear called out towards us and James waves his hand to all of them. 
 
    I look to the group of people, recognizing about half of them. There's of course Malcolm, and two of James' friends that I only know by their faces. There is a girl I don't know that is standing close to one of James' friends like a couple and then my eyes land on Lisa and her friend next to her. James whispers in my ear, “Don't worry, I'll introduce you to all of them.” And at that moment, I see Lisa whisper something in her friend's ear and I know that it's about me. And like always, my gut was right. 
 
    When we approach the group, James lets go of my hand to greet his friends with the classic guy handshake that turns into patting each other on the back. I immediately miss the skin to skin connection with James, which is crazy, how can I already be feeling this way about him? “Now most of you already know her but let me formally introduce Arya,” James says as he walks back over to stand next to me. He puts a hand around my waist like he's been doing it his entire life. Like it's comfortable for him. And then he starts pointing out and introducing each person. “These are my best friends Richard, Malcolm, and Samson,” he starts. “This is Samson's girlfriend, Bobbi. Bobbi goes to Greenwood Academy. And then last but certainly not least, Paulina and Lisa.” Everyone seems nice now in front of James, even Malcolm, but I don't even have to look to feel Lisa's eyes burning through me. 
 
    “So what were you guys up to this evening?” Bobbi asks kindly. 
 
    “Well, I forced Arya to help cook and serve a bunch of people their dinner and just when she was ready to run out on the date, I fed her the most beautiful dinner that Costco and my mom could provide,” James says, totally underselling himself and the evening we had. He could boast about himself, but he chooses not to. He chooses to be humble, which only makes me more attracted to him and I just smile at him. 
 
    “He's underselling himself,” I say, looking at Bobbi before turning back to James and placing a hand on his shoulder. “It was a great evening.” 
 
    “Well, James,” Samson says. “Do you mind unlatching yourself from Arya long enough to help me get some more wood for the fire?” 
 
    “Ha-ha,” James says sarcastically and then he releases his grip from my waist, placing his hand on the small of my back, whispering in my ear, “I won’t be long.” And then he leaves me to help Samson with the fire pit. I’m about to walk over to Bobbi because I think that she could be someone I could get along with, but Malcolm comes up to me before I have a chance. 
 
    “Can we talk?” he says to me. Bobbi and Richard are talking with each other and so are Lisa and her friend Paulina. “I know we got off on the wrong foot and I want to apologize for it.” 
 
    “Did James tell you to do this?” I ask, skeptical of this newfound apology from a guy who once called me a psycho bitch and batshit crazy. 
 
    “No,” Malcolm says. “But when I found out how much he liked you, I knew that there was something special about you and if you are important to him then you are important to me. I don’t want our relationship to continue like this. I am sorry for what I did to you, but you have to admit, going crazy on me in the hallway that day with your sister was a bit much.” 
 
    “Thank you for the lovely apology,” I say sarcastically. 
 
    “Arya, I'm trying here,” Malcolm says sincerely. I want to forgive Malcolm, not because he's James' friend but because I think he is apologetic. But I can't just forgive him because I don't believe that he realizes what he did wrong, but I'm willing to meet him halfway. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I’m sorry. I may have gone a little crazy on you that day, but I am protective of my sister. You were trying to force yourself on me at the party, you called me a tease because I didn’t want to make out with you.” I take a breath. “So forgive me for not wanting that type of guy around my sister. And don’t think I’ve forgotten what you said to me that day about jumping in bed with a guy and regretting it. That’s not something you joke about; you have no idea about anyone’s past.” 
 
    “I didn't mean to force myself on you, I guess I'm not used to someone saying no to me,” Malcolm says honestly. 
 
    “Poor you,” I say back. “It doesn’t make it okay.”  
 
    “I know,” Malcolm says. “And I know the comment about jumping in bed with a guy and regretting it was bad. I guess I wanted to hurt you and that’s how I knew how to do it. I wanted to push you to the edge. It was wrong and I am sincerely sorry, Arya. I won’t do that to you or anyone else again. I was self-centered and thought only about how you were in the wrong and didn’t take a moment to look and see what I had done. I regret what I did and now that you are with my best friend, I know I have to make this right with you.” 
 
    “James must mean a lot to you then,” I say. 
 
    “He's like my brother,” Malcolm says. “The four of us are like brothers. James, Richard, Samson, and me. We've been best friends since we were in kindergarten. I can't imagine life without any of them. James changed when his father died, he grew up too fast, trying to fit into a role that he wasn't ready for. Tonight, with you, it's the first time I've seen a genuine smile on his face since his father died.” 
 
    “I forgive you, Malcolm,” I say, knowing that Malcolm will not do what he did to me again, which proves the sincerity of the apology. “Just stay away from my sister.” 
 
    Malcolm puts up both his hands. “Yes, ma’am,” he says, and I slap him on the shoulder. “You’re not so bad when I don’t aggravate you,” Malcolm comments. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “You’re not so bad when you aren’t trying to get with me or my sister.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Malcolm says. “Once people find out about you and James, no guy will try anything with you. Well, no one in Grade 11 at least. I can’t say much about the Grade 12s that act like they own the school.” 
 
    “Out of fear?” I ask. 
 
    “Out of respect,” Malcolm says. “Everyone loves James, I mean how can you not? Look at that sweet little face!” Malcolm says pointing out James as he adds wood to the fire, his face in deep concentration. Lisa is standing next to James, talking to him as he just focuses on the fire, but it doesn’t seem to faze her or stop her from talking to him.  
 
    “What about the girls?” I ask Malcolm, and he looks over at Lisa who is trying to get the attention of James. 
 
    “There will be a lot of disappointed girls when they find out you guys are together, but James can handle that himself,” Malcolm says. I'm not worried about James. I know he can handle himself. Selfishly, I'm worried about myself. What will the jealous girls think of me? What will they do to me?  
 
    “What do you think she’s saying to him?” Malcolm says, snapping me back to reality. 
 
    “What?” I say. 
 
    “I think she's telling him how when she went to the nail salon this morning, they didn't have her regular colour, sparkly unicorn turquoise, so she had to settle for sparkly ocean blue instead,” Malcolm says and I just laugh at him. 
 
    “Sparkly unicorn turquoise?” I say back to him. 
 
    “Hey, I have no idea the ridiculous names you guys give to your nail polish colours,” Malcolm says. “What do you think she’s saying?” 
 
    I put on my best imitation voice of Lisa. “So, James, I hear you're a shoo-in for the captain of the soccer team, I can't wait to watch your first game, you'll be so great out there!” Malcolm bursts out laughing. 
 
    “Scary accurate,” Malcolm says when he recovers from laughing. 
 
    “I aim to please,” I say back. “Now what do you think James is thinking now?” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Malcolm says. “Look at the concentration on his face,” Malcolm points out to me, “His eyebrows are all furrowed, so he’s thinking hard. He’s thinking how he can make throwing one of the burning logs off the fire towards Lisa look like an accident.” 
 
    And Malcolm and I both start laughing at the mental image, but James must hear us because he looks right at us laughing. 
 
    “What are you two laughing at?” James yells at us. 
 
    “Nothing!” I call back to him. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” James says, placing one more log on the fire before running up to me and Malcolm, leaving Lisa on her own, which I can immediately tell she doesn't like. James comes up to me and lifts me, easily throwing me over his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey!” I yell at him. 
 
    “Ready for a dip?” James says as he starts carrying me down to the dock on the lake. 
 
    “Don't you dare,” I say seriously to him, a little nervous because I am at his mercy right now. He carries me so easily as if I weigh nothing at all. 
 
    “Want to tell me what you were laughing at now?” James says, as we stand and the edge of the dock. 
 
    “I swear we were just laughing at your concentration face,” I say and then James pulls me back towards him, holding me in his arms now, with one arm under my knees and the other under my shoulders. 
 
    “Promise?” he says to me. 
 
    “Your pink apron outfit is safe with me, Bartholomew,” I whisper to him. 
 
    “I thought I told you that name was restricted to inside my car,” James whispers back and then he starts to throw me in the lake. 
 
    “No, James, no!” I shriek so loud that everyone can hear and then I feel myself leave James’ arms as he tosses me in the air. But within a split second, he catches me again. I put my hand to my beating heart, trying to get it to calm down. 
 
    “You didn’t think I’d actually throw you in, did you?” James says with a big smile on his face. 
 
    “No, I just like screaming at the top of my lungs for fun,” I say, breathing deeply, still trying to get my heart to slow down and then slap him on the chest. 
 
    “Hey!” James says. “What was that for?” 
 
    "For almost giving me a heart attack," I say. 
 
    “You sure you don’t need to cool off?” James says, dipping me again as if he’s going to throw me in the water. 
 
    “No, please don’t!” I say quickly and grab onto his arms and bury my face into his chest. James just laughs and I can feel his chest move against my face. Despite the near heart attack James gave me, I feel safe with him. 
 
    “Okay, I'll stop,” James says, and just holds me normally and starts to turn away from the lake and walk back up to the deck. I loosen my grip on his arms and take my face away from his chest. “You can continue to hold onto me like that, I don't mind.” 
 
    “Hilarious, James,” I say sarcastically. 
 
    “You can always trust me, Arya,” James says to me seriously. “You will always be safe with me.” 
 
    I look up at James, into his eyes that are looking down on me, and see the sincerity behind his words. “I know,” is all I say back, and that’s enough for him. 
 
    As we approach the fire where everyone else but Richard is gathered around, James sets me back down on the ground. 
 
    “I thought I was going to have to force James to jump in and fish you out,” Samson says, with an arm around Bobbi's waist. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have done it yourself?” Bobbi asks. 
 
    “I’m not jumping in that water, it’s way too cold this time of year,” Samson says. 
 
    “Arya’s athletic,” James says. “She would have been able to swim out.” 
 
    “As long as she didn’t die from the cold first,” Samson says. 
 
    “Okay, enough,” Richard says, walking out the back door holding two giant bags of marshmallows. He tosses a bag James who quickly catches it. “Time to roast some marshmallows!” 
 
    “I brought graham crackers and chocolate!” Lisa says and rushes back to the house to go grab it. Anyone who brings chocolate and graham crackers for a bonfire can’t be that bad, right? 
 
    There are four giant tree logs around the fire pit for sitting. Samson and Bobbi sit on one together. 
 
    “Where are the sticks?” Richard asks Samson. 
 
    “On the deck, by the barbeque,” Samson says. 
 
    “I'll get them,” James says, tossing the marshmallow bag to Malcolm, and jogging up to the deck to grab the sticks. Richard stays standing, struggling to open up the marshmallow bag, and trying to avoid ripping open the bag and having all the contents spill out. I sit on an empty log, across from Samson and Bobbi, while Malcolm and Paulina sit on the log to my right, facing the lake. Lisa comes out with the graham crackers and chocolate, opening both boxes and placing them by the fire. She looks around at the seating and takes the last empty log, facing the house. “There are only seven sticks,” James says on his return. 
 
    “Samson and I will share,” Bobbi says, taking the stick offered to her by James. 
 
    He continues to pass a stick to everyone, saving two in his hand for me and him, and finally passes the last one to Lisa. “You can sit next to me if you want, James,” she says in a kind voice, grabbing the stick as close to his hand as possible. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 – What Do You Want From Me? 
 
    “So what do you want from me? / What do you want from me now?” – What Do You Want From Me?, Take That 
 
    Arya 
 
    Really? She's really going to do this? “I'll sit next to Arya, thanks,” James says in the kindest way possible and then plants himself next to me, handing me a stick. 
 
    “I guess this leaves this spot for me!” Richard says enthusiastically, stepping over the log from behind with the open bag of marshmallows and his stick, sitting next to Lisa. “Marshmallow?” Richard offers Lisa the bag. Even if it’s clear that Lisa would rather have James beside her, it doesn’t faze Richard at all, who seems to be just happy with life. Malcolm opens the other bag of marshmallows with a lot more ease than Richard did and soon everyone is roasting marshmallows over the fire. 
 
    “It's going to turn black if you hold it too close to the fire,” Bobbi says to Samson. 
 
    “Trust me, I know what I'm doing,” Samson says. 
 
    “I’m not eating charcoal, Samson!” Bobbi says. 
 
    “Would you please pass me the crackers and chocolate?” Malcolm says to Paulina, and Paulina obliges. The crackers and the chocolate make their way around as well. 
 
    “Perfectly golden,” James says, lifting his marshmallow out of the fire. “Cracker me, Arya!” 
 
    I pass him two crackers along with a piece of chocolate. He sandwiches it all together, pulling it off the stick, and then passes his creation to me. “That's yours, James,” I say. 
 
    “Give me your stick,” James says, holding out his other hand. “You should experience at least one perfect s'more in your life.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re that good, are you?” I say. 
 
    “It's something you have to born with; it can't be taught, unfortunately. Now take it and give me your stick.” I oblige and bit into his s'more, agreeing that it is delicious. “I told you!” James says before turning his attention back to my marshmallow. “Now let’s see if I can salvage the damage you did with this marshmallow.” 
 
    “Hey!” I say, slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I told you,” James says. “It's a natural-born talent, don't be upset if you don't have it.” 
 
    “So, Arya,” Bobbi says. “How have you liked East Side so far?” 
 
    “Definitely a change from West Side,” I say. “But everyone has been great for the most part, teachers are great, although I will admit I do miss my uniform.” 
 
    “Really?” Bobbi says. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “It was nice not to have to think about what I was going to wear every day.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Bobbi says. 
 
    “You West Siders always look so preppy in those uniforms,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “We do have the better academics,” I say. 
 
    “To make up for the fact that you are terrible at sports,” Richard comments. 
 
    “Hey!” I say. “We’re not that bad. The girls' soccer team has won for the past two years and the guys almost beat you last year in the championship game." 
 
    “The only good thing about playing West Side is beating West Side,” Malcolm says. “There are some real jerks on your team.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “But I don’t go there anymore, they’re not my team anymore.”  
 
    “So why did you switch to East Side?” Lisa asks, curious to find out why I came here. 
 
    “Just some issues at West Side,” I say. “Had to get away from it all.” 
 
    “What kind of issues?” Lisa pushes at my vague answer. 
 
    “Nothing that I feel like discussing here,” I say back. 
 
    “This is a safe space, Arya,” Lisa says. Yeah, I’m sure it is. “You can tell us anything.” 
 
    “Just drop it, Lisa,” James says, getting annoyed. 
 
    “I’m just trying to find out more about her, James,” Lisa says. “Isn’t anyone else curious why a girl would switch from West Side, the preppy, academic, rich school, to East Side, just a year before graduating?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business, Lisa,” I say, getting angry. The more she talks, the bigger deal she makes out of it, and the worse it looks on me for not answering. 
 
    “Must’ve been bad then,” Lisa says to no one in particular. 
 
    “Would you stop it, Lisa!” James yells at her in a loud voice that I've never experienced before. It catches me off guard as well as everyone else. We ask ourselves, 'Did he really just do that?'. But it serves its purpose and shuts Lisa up, at least for a little while. 
 
    “I think we need to play a game,” Malcolm says, to break the silence. 
 
    “Never have I ever!” Richard says. 
 
    “Really, Richard?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Yes!” Richard says excitedly. “It’s a great way to find out stuff about people indirectly. Or directly.” 
 
    “Everyone needs a drink then!” Malcolm says. 
 
    “I’m driving,” James says. 
 
    “Fine, princess here can drink water,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “I have two thermoses of apple cider,” Bobbi says. “Samson,” she places a hand on his knee, “it's in the kitchen, would you be a gem and please go get it?” 
 
    “Only because you asked so nicely,” Samson says getting up from his seat. 
 
    “Oh, and mugs!” Bobbi says. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Samson says. “How many?” Everyone raises their hand. “Really guys?” 
 
    “I can't say no to apple cider,” Malcolm says, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll help you out,” Bobbi says, following Samson up to the house. 
 
    When they return and everyone is given a mug of hot apple cider, the game begins. “Since this was your idea, you can start Richard,” Samson says. 
 
    “Okay, never have I ever…” Richard starts, “kissed a guy.” All of the girls drink, and I can see James looking at me as I take a sip, but then we all watch as, slowly, both Malcolm and Samson look at each other and then take a sip. 
 
    “What?!” both James and Richard yell at the same time, standing up. 
 
    Malcolm and Samson both look at each other, debating who should explain. “It was a part of a dare back in Grade 10,” Malcolm says. “And you guys know I never back out of a dare.” 
 
    “Why is this the first we are hearing of this?” Richard says. 
 
    “It was at some girl’s party,” Samson says. “James was AWOL like normal and Richard, you were out of town. I said I would only help with the dare as long as it was promised that it was not filmed and never brought up again.” 
 
    “I told you this was a great way of getting to know people!” Richard says. 
 
    “Okay it’s my turn,” Samson says. “Never have I ever used another guys towel in the locker room.” 
 
    “That was one time!” Richard yells at Samson, throwing a handful of marshmallows at him. Everyone just laughs, mostly at Richard’s reaction, but Malcolm and James laugh even harder because they remember the actual scenario. “Our towels are the same colour and you left it right next to mine! How was I supposed to know the difference?” 
 
    “You still did it and I will never let you forget it,” Samson says. “Okay, your go, Bobbi.” 
 
    “Never have I ever…” Bobbi starts, “stalked someone on social media.”  
 
    James, Richard, and Paulina drink, but then Paulina raises an eyebrow at Lisa, and she drinks as well. 
 
    “Well, we all know that Richard stalked Ada Lovelace in real life as well as on social media,” Samson says. 
 
    “I did not!” Richard exclaims. 
 
    “He was so upset when she transferred last year,” Malcolm jokes. 
 
    “Leave him alone guys,” James says. “Half of you are lying when you say you haven’t stalked someone on social media.” 
 
    “Well, we all know who James was stalking this whole week,” Malcolm says and then winks at James. 
 
    “I’m not afraid to admit I stalked Arya’s profile,” James says. “Helped me find out how incredible she is.” Lisa glares at me and I put a hand to James’ leg, hoping that will get him to stop talking. 
 
    “Okay,” Paulina says, bringing us back to the game. “Never have I ever… been electrocuted.” 
 
    “Electrocuted?” Richard asks. “Like on an electric chair?” 
 
    “No, dumbass,” Samson says. “Like were you ever the kid that stuck a fork in the electric socket. I wouldn’t be surprised if you have, Richard.” 
 
    “Hey!” Richard says. And then, just when it looks like no one is about to drink, James takes a sip of his. “Oh, see who’s the idiot now?” 
 
    “Really, James?” Samson says. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for that.” 
 
    “It was an electric fence,” James says in his defense. “I didn’t know and then I just grabbed on with both hands.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Now for a good one,” Malcolm starts, “never have I ever…been so sunburnt that I had to cancel a date.” 
 
    “I'm starting to think these are targeted,” Richard says as he takes a drink. 
 
    “Must've been a pretty bad sunburn,” I say. 
 
    “I couldn't wear a shirt for a week, so it's not like I could show up at this girl's house shirtless,” Richard says. 
 
    “I'm sure her dad would have appreciated that,” Paulina says. 
 
    “I was doing us both a favour!” Richard says. 
 
    “How did she take it?” Bobbi asks. 
 
    “She was pissed. Even when I showed her picture proof,” Richard says. “Whatever. Her loss.” 
 
    “That was you!” Lisa exclaims, pointing at Richard. “My cousin told me about this guy that cancelled on her because of a sunburn.” 
 
    “What did you tell her?” Richard asks, curious. 
 
    “I told her it was the lamest excuse I had ever heard,” Lisa says. 
 
    “You’re the reason we never went out on a date!” Richard says, pointing at Lisa next to him. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know it was true?” Lisa says back. 
 
    "I can't win if I lie, I can't win if I tell the truth," Richard says hopelessly. 
 
    “Alright, your turn Arya,” Malcolm says. 
 
    I knew exactly what I was going to say when Richard suggested the game. “Never have I ever…Flirted with someone in this group’s sibling.” And then I look straight at Malcolm. 
 
    “Ohhhhh…” all the guys go, two of them remembering that day in the hallway. 
 
    “Okay, I deserve that,” Malcolm says as he takes a drink. “Your go, James.” 
 
    “Okay,” James starts, clearly thinking about it. 
 
    “Just say that you have never hit a girl on her back and knocked her over,” Samson says, smiling. 
 
    “If you guys are just going to target me for this whole game,” Richards says, “I’m done playing!” 
 
    “This game was your suggestion!” Samson says. “You said it was a great way to get to know people.” 
 
    “You guys are just bringing up my most embarrassing moments!” Richard says. “How was I supposed to know that Rosalind just had ACL surgery and had only stopped wearing her brace that day? I hadn’t seen in her months!” 
 
    “It was pretty funny,” Paulina comments. “He slapped her on the back, and she lost her balance and fell into a puddle.” 
 
    “Was she okay?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh yeah, she was fine,” Paulina says. “She just start yelling and swearing at Richard, and then when he helped her up, she slapped him across the face.” 
 
    “Thank you, guys,” Richard says. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, man,” Malcolm chimes in. “Could have happened to any of us.” 
 
    “Well now that that has been brought to light,” James says, “never have I ever…kissed someone without knowing their name.” 
 
    “Both of you are targeting me!” Malcolm says, pointing at James and me, and then takes a sip of his drink, as well as Bobbi. 
 
    “Bobbi?” Samson says, shocked. 
 
    “It happens, man,” Malcolm says with a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “It was once, in Grade 9,” Bobbi says. “Before we even meet. Like Malcolm says, it happens.” And she shrugs her shoulders, but Samson still stares at her. “I only have eyes for you now, babe,” she says putting a hand to his knee. 
 
    “Who was it?” Samson asks. 
 
    “Well, it wasn't Malcolm,” Bobbi assures him and Malcolm winks at Samson. “But I don't know who it was, I never saw them again.” 
 
    “Enough of that!” Lisa calls out. “It's my turn.” I stare at Lisa, interested to see what she will come up with. “Never have I ever…been sent to the principal's office,” Lisa says as she looks at me, clearly seeing if I'll take a drink, trying to find an answer, a missing puzzle piece, to why I left West Side. 
 
    “Lame!” Malcolm yells and takes a sip. And all the other guys follow, including James, and then I take a sip, confirming what Lisa thought. 
 
    “What happened to you guys?” Paulina asks. 
 
    “In elementary school, back in what? Grade 5, I think,” Malcolm starts. “Some kid was making fun of Samson and Richard for their race, so we may have tag teamed and beat him up at recess.” 
 
    “Which of course led to us all being sent to the principal's office,” James says. 
 
    “Never regretted it,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “What ended up happening?” Paulina asks. 
 
    “Got a warning when we explained the situation to the principal. Violence isn't the way apparently,” James says. “They called our parents and they were fine with it when we explained what happened. Malcolm's dad even took us out for ice cream.” 
 
    “Oh yeah!” Malcolm says, remembering back that day. “And most importantly, that kid never said anything against us ever again.” All four of them look amongst each other, remembering that time. Malcolm was right, they truly are brothers, and they will stand by each other no matter what happens. 
 
    “So what did you do, Arya?” Lisa asks, turning the attention on me, but I shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    “I was talking too much during class,” I say, which is the truth. “In Grade 10, I had a really strict religion teacher, and when I was trying to explain something, that was actually class-related, to the person beside me, she flipped on me and sent me to the principal’s office.” 
 
    “It’s always the religion teachers,” Samson says. “I’m glad we don’t have to take that.” 
 
    “Is that all you did, Arya?” Lisa asks because she suspects there is more, she suspects that I only shared the truth that I wanted people to know. 
 
    “What’s your problem, Lisa?” James says. 
 
    “It’s just a question, James,” Lisa says. “Is that all you did Arya, or is there something else that you’re not sharing with us?” 
 
    “I have nothing more to share,” I say, ready for this conversation to be over. 
 
    “Really?” Lisa asks. 
 
    “Lay off, Lisa,” James says. “She already shared her piece.” 
 
    “What about your sister? Did she love switching to East Side as well?” Lisa asks me. “Or did she do something bad too?” 
 
    “Do you know when to shut up, Lisa?!” James yells at her and it quiets her immediately. Even if she hates me, she likes James too much and doesn’t want to offend him. James is heated with anger. I can feel it radiating off him. I put a hand on his shoulder, and I can feel it calming him down. “We should go,” he says, looking at me. 
 
    “But it’s so early!” Richard says. “It’s only 10 o’clock!” 
 
    “Well, I have to get Arya home by 10:30pm and it's a twenty-minute drive back to town from here,” James says and then grabs my hand, pulling me up from the log. “Thank you for having us, Samson.” James nods to him. “We'll see you guys on Monday.” And James pulls me along, away from his friends, towards his car so that I don't have to deal with Lisa's constant prying into my life. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 – Just Can’t Get Enough 
 
    “Boy I think about it every night and day / I'm addicted wanna jump inside your love / I wouldn't wanna have it any other way / I'm addicted and I just can't get enough” – Just Can’t Get Enough, Black Eyed Peas 
 
    Arya 
 
    “I'm sorry about that,” James says as he pulls out onto the road. 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry about, James,” I say. “Lisa was the one that kept prying into my life with her questions. You saved me.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m the one that brought you out here,” James says. “I’m a bad person.” 
 
    “What?” I say. “How can you even say that?” 
 
    “Lisa has liked me since we were in Grade 9,” James says. “I haven’t had it in me to tell her that I’m just not interested in her. So what did I think would happen if I brought you here in front of her? Of course she would attack you, but I brought you out here anyway and subjected you to that.” 
 
    “She's friends with you guys though,” I say and James just laughs at the comment. “What?” I ask him. 
 
    “She just buts herself in,” James says. “She probably heard about the bonfire and invited herself and her friend.” 
 
    “So I take it you don't like her,” I say, relieved to know that James doesn't have feelings for her and doesn't have a past with her. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” James says. “She always seemed like she was being fake in front of me and her jealousy towards you tonight was just getting too much that I had to get out of there.” 
 
    “Curfew isn't until 11 pm,” I say, looking at James, wondering what he has up his sleeve now. 
 
    “Oh, I am well aware,” James says and just continues looking at the road. We drive in comfortable silence for a while and then I see James put on his right indicator before we get into town, I look out and he turns into a gravel road. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I ask, there are no lights except for James’ car on the road.  
 
    “You'll see,” James says. Within a minute, James pulls up the car next to an old abandoned stone building and shuts off the engine. “Ready?” 
 
    “Nope!” I say. It’s dark and he has led me to an abandoned building. 
 
    “Come on,” James says, getting out of the car and I slowly follow behind him. He takes my hand and leads me towards the front of the abandoned building that looks like it used to be a home to someone very wealthy at one point. James opens up the door. 
 
    “Are we allowed to be here?” I ask, holding onto James’ arm now. 
 
    “Just trust me, Arya,” James says in that way that makes my nerves just calm instantly. We walk into the old house, where the entire first floor has been stripped of its furniture, paintings, carpets, anything that would make this place a home. The moonlight provides the only light in the house, showing a wide-open living space with a fireplace at the center. There is a door on either side of the fireplace, one of which probably leads to a kitchen. There's a beautiful giant staircase to the right of the fireplace. 
 
    “Who used to live here?” I ask. 
 
    “I have no clue,” James says. “The guys and I found it when we were kids and used to play here all the time without telling our parents. None of us have been back here since elementary school,” James says as he walks over and touches the railing of the staircase. 
 
    “Is there a reason you wanted to come here?” I ask James, coming up to him. 
 
    “I guess I wanted to connect back to a part of my past,” James says. “I changed when my dad passed away. I threw away my childhood to take on the responsibilities I thought I needed to do. I’m proud of the person I have become, but there’s a lot I miss about who I was before the accident, the simplicity of life. I didn't think I could go back. But with you, Arya, I feel like I can be both. I can take my life back from when before my dad died and combine it with the person I have become since he's been gone.” 
 
    “James,” I say, coming up close to him, putting a hand to his cheek to force him to look at me. “I'm sure your dad would be so proud of the man you are today.” 
 
    “There's another reason for bringing you here,” James says. 
 
    “And what is that?” I ask. 
 
    “I refuse to let our first kiss to be in my car or on your front porch,” James says. I look into his beautiful, blue eyes at that moment to find them already looking into mine. He takes a step towards me, placing his right hand on my neck, his finger just touching my hair. His eyes ask me if I'm ready and I respond by grabbing the front of his shirt and pulling him towards me, which makes him smile. He bends down to kiss me, putting his lips on mine and I don't want it to stop. His hands travel down the length of my arms until he grips my waist. I reach out to hold his face with both hands, pulling him closer to me. I want every part of him closer to me. His hands just touch the bare skin above my jeans and under my shirt, which causes me to shudder inside. He leans into me, reaching his hands below my thighs so that he can lift me, and I can wrap my legs around his waist. We never break the kiss as I run my hands through his hair, and he never seems to have a problem holding up my weight. He walks while still holding me and pushes me up against a wall so that he can lean into me more. I bite his lip and it sends him into overdrive. He readjusts his hold of me and our lips part, but our faces remain close, looking at each other in the eyes. I play with the back of his hair, my elbows resting on his shoulders. 
 
    “Now how does that compare to the other kisses you’ve had?” James whispers to me. 
 
    “James, there is no comparison,” I say, and then I kiss him again, there's an urgency, a need in the kiss as if neither of us can get enough.  
 
    But all good things must come to an end. James slowly returns my feet to the ground, putting his hands on my waist, and we break our kiss. I grab his shirt right over where his belt buckle is, not wanting this to end, not wanting to let him get too far, not wanting to leave our safe haven. His hands travel up the inside of my shirt on either side of my waist, touching bare skin, and he leans down to me as if he’s going to kiss me again.  
 
    “I swear if I kiss you again,” James says, “I don't think I'll be able to stop.” 
 
    I want to say, ‘Then don’t’, but I know I can’t, and I know James can read those words in my mind, knowing that I want to say them, but can’t.  
 
    So instead, he leans down and kisses me on the forehead. “Let me take you home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 – Today Was a Fairytale 
 
    “But can you feel this magic in the air? / It must have been the way you kissed me / Fell in love when I saw you standing there / It must have been the way / Today was a fairytale” – Today Was a Fairytale, Taylor Swift 
 
    Arya 
 
    “10:52 pm," I say, looking at the car clock as James puts the car into park in front of the garage of my house. "Not bad timing." 
 
    “I’m smart enough to know that staying on your dad’s good side is the key to being able to keep seeing you,” James says. “I also know that he is still up, watching the TV, waiting for you to come through that door.” 
 
    "That's a pretty good prediction," I say and then undo my seatbelt. "Thank you for a great evening." And then I lean over the console and lightly kiss him on the lips, while he sits there and just accepts the kiss as if he is holding himself back. 
 
    As I sit back in my seat, James says, “I hope this means I can plan the next date?” 
 
    "Is it going to be the Maple Sugar Shack?" I ask. 
 
    James plays with the idea in his head. “I’m considering it,” he says and then he just smiles at me. 
 
    "Then you can," I say, opening the door of the car and stepping out. 
 
    “See you on Monday,” James says. 
 
    "See you Monday," I say and then shut the door. James doesn't even leave the driveway until he sees that I'm inside the house, and then I wave to him before shutting the door. 
 
    When I step into the living room, as predicted, my dad is still awake, watching the TV. When I walk into the living room, he looks at me and then his watch. “How was your evening?” Dad asks. 
 
    "Perfect," I say, still coming off the high of being with James. 
 
    “Perfect?” Dad asks skeptically. 
 
    “Well,” I say. “Pretty close to perfect, James was great, the perfect gentleman if you will.” 
 
    "Well, he knows he'll have to deal with me if he is anything but," Dad says. 
 
    “Dad,” I say. “James is amazing, you have nothing to worry about with him.” 
 
    “Save the oohing and ahhing for your mother, Arya,” Dad says. “James seems like a decent guy from what I’ve seen so far, but the minute he steps out of line, you let me know and I’ll take care of him.” I laugh on the inside, spoken like the true father of two daughters. 
 
    “I swear you’ll be the first to know if he does anything wrong.” I say. “Now I should head up to bed.” 
 
    “Goodnight, love,” Dad says, and I make my ascent up the stairs, but before going into my room, I knock softly on Mia’s door and walk in. She’s in bed already, but on her phone. 
 
    “Mia!” I say as I walk in and jump on her bed. 
 
    “Arya!” Mia says and then puts her phone on the nightstand. “How was it?” she asks. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    And so I tell Mia about the entire evening with James, leaving nothing out. Well, I may have not gone into detail about the kiss we shared, because I don't think that's something my little sister needs to hear. 
 
    “Where can I find one?!” Mia whines at the end of my retelling of the night and I just laugh. 
 
    "James is special," is all I say. "I've never met someone like him. I already like him so much, it's crazy!" 
 
    "Does he have a younger brother?" Mia asks, and I respond by grabbing one of her many pillows and hitting her with it. "Just a question, I'll take that as a no. But seriously Arya, I'm happy for you, you deserve a guy that treats you like the queen that you are. When are you going to see him next?" 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say. “Probably at school on Monday.” 
 
    “Are you guys official?” she asks. “Did he ask you to be his girlfriend?” 
 
    “Chill, Mia,” I say, putting a hand on her knee through her duvet cover. “It was just one date.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve never seen you like this before,” Mia says. “I think Mrs. Arya Fox has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    "Now you are getting way ahead of yourself," I say. 
 
    "But you have thought about it!" Mia says, and then I hit her with the pillow again and start walking out of her room. 
 
    James 
 
    I open the side door of the house that leads to the kitchen, carrying in the cooler, and flick on the lights. I’m about to start unloading the cooler, but I hear the TV going and head to the living room in the opposite corner of the house to see who’s still up. When I walk in, I see my 13-year-old sister in a giant blanket, on the couch, eating a bowl of popcorn, while watching the TV on her own. 
 
    “Rachel,” I say. “What are you still doing up?” 
 
    “James!” she exclaims in a shouting whisper, pausing the TV. “You’re home!” 
 
    “Yes, and shouldn’t you be asleep by now?” I ask. 
 
    "I'm almost done," Rachel says, pointing at the TV with the remote. "I'll go to bed after this." 
 
    “What are you even watching?” I ask, walking over to the TV. 
 
    "The Bachelor," Rachel says as she presses play on the remote. 
 
    “How can you even watch this?” I say. “It’s ridiculous, he’s dating like 20 different girls at the same time! How could he possibly choose a wife this way? And these girls? Why would they subject themselves to this?” 
 
    "It's the ridiculousness of this show that makes it great!" Rachel says, her eyes on the screen. 
 
    “Did that girl just eat a bug?” I ask, slightly horrified. 
 
    “Yes,” Rachel says. “Now sit down and tell me how your date went.” 
 
    I take a seat next to Rachel, watching another girl eat a bug.“What the heck? Seriously, aren’t you too young to watch this?” 
 
    "That's why I have to wait until I have the TV to myself," Rachel says. 
 
    "I shouldn't let you watch this," I say, seeing all these girls wearing clothes that leave nothing to the imagination. This is not what I want my sister looking to for inspiration. "Give me the remote," I say, holding out my hand. 
 
    “No,” Rachel says. “Now tell me how your date was.” I glare at her. “And then I’ll give you the remote.” 
 
    "Fine," I say. "It was amazing. We served food at the church for the community dinner, ate dinner at the park, and then went to Samson's house on the lake for a bonfire." I leave out the part of our detour to the abandoned house. 
 
    “Do you like her?” Rachel asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I say quickly. “I like her a lot.” Not wanting to reveal too much to my younger sister. 
 
    "You're different," Rachel says, popping a piece of popcorn in her mouth. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    "You have the vacation glow," Rachel says. 
 
    “What the heck does that even mean?” I ask. 
 
    "You know when people come back from vacation and they are genuinely happy?" Rachel says. "That's what you look like right now. Like you are genuinely happy. You must really like her." 
 
    "She's different," I say, thinking about Arya, especially that kiss we shared, it's ingrained in my mind. I hear a female shout from the TV and turn to it. "That Cassie girl is terrible," I say. 
 
    “We hate her,” Rachel says. “But she keeps getting a rose.” 
 
    “Can’t the guy see what a terrible person she is?” I say. 
 
    “She doesn’t act that way around him,” Rachel says. “She acts all sweet and kind in front of him, and then as soon as he’s gone, she becomes this evil witch.” 
 
    "I don't believe that he doesn't realize it," I say. 
 
    “Some girls are very good at hiding who they truly are,” Rachel says. “Now hush, it’s the final rose.” 
 
    "There's no way he's giving it to that Cassie girl," I say, crossing my arms and focusing on the TV. 
 
    "Don't be so sure," Rachel says. 
 
    “And the final rose goes to…” from the TV, “Cassie.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” I say. “He really chose her?” 
 
    “I told you,” Rachel says. “Some girls are good at hiding their true selves.” 
 
    "Okay, I think it's time for bed," I say, getting up from the couch and start walking back to the kitchen. 
 
    "Fine," Rachel says and shuts off the TV. "James?" 
 
    “Yes?” I say, turning back to my sister. “Can you take me to Annie’s house tomorrow morning? Mom’s working tomorrow and can’t.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Annie like half an hour away?” I ask. 
 
    “25 minutes,” Rachel corrects. “Please James, her mom will drive me back after dinner.” 
 
    It's hard losing a parent. The hole they leave behind can never be filled. I have spent the last two years making sure that my sisters never lose out on anything because our dad is gone, I'd do anything for them and more. "Sure," I say. 
 
    “Thank you, James!” Rachel says. “You’re the best!” And then she happily skips off to head upstairs. 
 
    I walk back to the kitchen and begin to take out everything from the cooler. I thought I packed a lot of food, but clearly Arya has a big appetite for a small person. I hear my phone go off and check it. 
 
    ‘I’m going to be running late tomorrow – can you pick up the new designs from the farmhouse before heading to site?’ – Uncle Terry 
 
    ‘No problem.’ – I reply 
 
    ‘Thanks! See you tomorrow’ – Uncle Terry 
 
    There’s another message. 
 
    ‘Hope everything is okay! I think we’ll try and make sure Lisa doesn’t come out to any of our hangouts anymore’ – Samson 
 
    ‘No worries. I’ll see you guys Monday’ – I reply 
 
    ‘Remember we have soccer practice before school on Monday’ – Samson 
 
    I start putting everything in the dishwasher. Work, taking Rachel to her friend's, an entire Biology lab and English essay that needs to be finished for Monday and soccer practice Monday morning. Lovely. My phone goes off again. I almost don't want to check. I don't need another thing added to my list. 
 
    ‘Had a great time tonight! See you Monday!’ – Arya 
 
    The text makes me smile and feel happy. When everything is piling up, she’s like a light in the darkness. It’s like everything will be okay if she’s around. 
 
    ‘I had a great time too. Sweet dreams.’ – I reply 
 
    Then she sends me a picture. The picture is of me in the pink apron that she must’ve taken when I wasn't looking. 
 
    ‘You better not show that to anyone’ – I say 
 
    ‘Why? Would it hurt the image of East Side’s popular soccer player?’ – Arya  
 
    What do I say to that? 
 
    ‘Nothing is more manly than a guy wearing pink. Especially an apron.’ – Arya 
 
    ‘At least let me pose for the photo next time?’ – I reply 
 
    ‘LOL!! Good night, James.’ – Arya 
 
    ‘Good night, Arya’ – I reply 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 – Something to Talk About 
 
    “People are talkin', talkin' 'bout people / I hear them whisper, you won't believe it / They think we're lovers kept under covers / I just ignore it, but they keep saying / We laugh just a little too loud / We stand just a little too close / We stare just a little too long / Maybe they're seeing something we don't, darlin' / Let's give them something to talk about” – Something to Talk About, Bonnie Raitt 
 
    Arya 
 
    “So, tell me everything!” Diana says as she rushes up to me at my locker. “Leave nothing out!” 
 
    In the two months I have been here, Diana and I have become close, especially since our lockers being next to each other requires us to cross paths between every period. She was the first person who was kind to me when I transferred here. My first friend here, and I will be forever grateful to her for letting me into her group, something she didn't have to do. She gave me a place in this school, she and her friends made me feel like I belonged, and not just a West Sider. "It was the most amazing night," I say, thinking back on it. "I didn't want it to end." And then I explain everything about the evening to Diana, from the church meal to the picnic dinner, from the bonfire to Lisa's jealousy, and then finally to the kiss. I leave nothing out, even going into the details of the kiss that I didn't share with Mia, knowing that Diana would love to hear it. 
 
    “Damn, girl!” Diana says when I tell her about the kiss. “Even after all these years, Mr. James Fox still has game! I always thought he would be a good kisser, gentle yet controlling, the perfect combination.” 
 
    “Correction,” I say. “He is an amazing kisser.” And Diana hits me on the side with her binder. 
 
    “You got it bad!” Diana says. “So what are you guys now? Are you dating, is he your boyfriend? I’m living my dating life vicariously through you, so you have to give me details!” 
 
    “We’re just seeing each other,” I say. “It was one date, but we both want to go out again.” 
 
    “Mm…” Diana says. “I’m sure he’d like to take you back to that abandoned house.” 
 
    “Hey!” I say, hitting her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you weren’t thinking that!” Diana says and she’s right. As long as I’m with James, he could take me anywhere and I’d follow willingly behind. I could have spent the entire night with him in that abandoned house and it still wouldn’t have been enough. 
 
    James 
 
    "And then she flipped on me being like, 'Maurice, if you're not going to take this relationship seriously, then I don't even know why we are still together,'" Maurice, a Grade 12 and wearing only a towel, says in the locker room as all the boys are getting changed after morning soccer practice. "I mean, Friday night has always been guys' night, and then she wants me to cancel to go to her cousin's party? No, not doing that." 
 
    “You can never keep them pleased,” another Grade 12 says. “You give them everything and then all they want is more.” 
 
    "You'll be back with Constance before the end of the day," Daniel, the captain, a Grade 12 and wearing only a towel, shouts across the locker room. "No one cares about your guys' never-ending makeup and break up relationship." 
 
    “Hey!” Maurice shouts at Daniel, throwing one of his soccer cleats at him. Daniel catches it and throws it right back at him. 
 
    "Instead, I want to hear about how our Grade 11 superstar took out that West Side chick this weekend," Daniel says, looking at me, trying to find some gossip for the locker room. 
 
    “Ohhhh…Did Foxy get himself a girlfriend?” Maurice says all excited. 
 
    "She's not my girlfriend," I say automatically, only half-dressed with no shirt on, going through my locker. 
 
    “So there is a girl!” Maurice says. 
 
    "Of course there is," Daniel says. "She's the new girl on girls' soccer team. The hot one with the long brown-blonde ponytail I pointed out to you last week." 
 
    “Her?!” Maurice says, almost in disbelief as his eyes go big. “Damn, Fox. Why didn’t you tell us you were taking out the hottest girl on the soccer team?” 
 
    “Don’t let Isabella hear you say that!” someone says, and Maurice just laughs. 
 
    “So, tell us how it went?” Maurice asks. 
 
    I don't want to talk about Arya here, not with these guys, but I know the more I refuse, the more they will push, which will only make things worse. "Really well actually," I say, trying to get away with saying the least amount possible. 
 
    “You gotta give us more than that!” Daniel says, coming up to me, leaning an arm on the locker. “Tell me, is she as hot underneath that clothing as we are all thinking?” 
 
    "Lay off, Daniel," Malcolm, half-dressed like me, says in my defense. 
 
    “What, Malcolm?” Daniel says, looking at Malcolm who’s behind me. “I’m just asking what we are all thinking. Remember last week when she was running around the track on her own?” Daniel asks all the guys. “What I wouldn’t do to have those tanned legs wrapped around me. I bet it was nice, wasn’t it, Fox?” And he hits me on the shoulder in an attempt of camaraderie. “Come on man, you can tell us anything, this is what locker rooms are for.”  
 
    "Not interested," I say, turning back to my locker. 
 
    “Unless nothing happened?” Daniel mocks me. “Did you just bring her home before her bedtime on a cute little date you planned?” 
 
    "You need to back off, Daniel," I say, closing my locker, turning to him. 
 
    “What?” Daniel says. “I’m just trying to make sure that you are treating your girl right. If she’s interested in a real man, you can let her know that I’d be happy to oblige.” And then he winks at me. 
 
    "Don't talk about her like that," I say, trying to contain my anger and not lash out at the captain of the soccer team. 
 
    “Chill out guys,” Maurice says. “It’s James’ girl and if they are happy together, you have no business butting in their relationship, Daniel.” I am thankful for Maurice saying this. It’s hard for a Grade 11 to stand up to a Grade 12. There’s a seniority issue that the Grade 12s never let you forget. And for this one year alone, they run the school. Something they take full advantage of. 
 
    "Hey, I was just trying to find out about James' date," Daniel says defensively as if he has done nothing wrong. "I didn't realize he was such a pansy," he says looking at me, and then to everyone he says, "but there's no way that West Side girl doesn't want a guy to give it to her. I know she doesn't wear those short soccer shorts for herself." 
 
    “Fuckin’ asshole!” I say, letting the anger overtake me and I push Daniel’s shoulders, which causes him to stumble back slightly, but he catches himself. 
 
    "What the hell do you think you're doing?!" Daniel yells at me, heated with anger. "You think you can push your captain?" And at that moment, Maurice comes up beside Daniel, ready to cage the animal in case it turns violent. "I don't care how good of a soccer player you are, I'm not dealing with some Grade 11's anger issues. I can get you off the team in an instant, so you better watch your back." 
 
    “Then you’ll have to get rid of me too, then,” I hear Malcolm say from behind me. 
 
    “Me too,” Both Richard and Samson chime in. 
 
    "I don't think it would look too good on you to lose four of your players from the starting lineup," Malcolm says, coming up to stand beside me, facing Daniel and Maurice. 
 
    “Whatever,” Daniel says. “James, just know that I could easily steal your girl if I wanted, so don’t piss me off again or else I will.” 
 
    “Do whatever you want, Daniel,” I say, “just leave her out of it.” 
 
    “Protective of her, now aren’t we?” Daniel mocks. “I guess we know what your weakness is now.” And then he turns and walks away from me before I can do anything else, along with Maurice, who follows behind. 
 
    Malcolm can see the anger bubbling inside of me like a volcano. "James, just chill, he's not even going to do anything. He's all talk," Malcolm says. "He can't kick you off the soccer team and there's no way Arya would go for a guy like that in a million years!" 
 
    “I know she never would,” I say. “I just couldn’t forgive myself if he did something to her or forced himself on her.” 
 
    “He’s not going to do that,” Malcolm assures me. “He just talks a big game, that’s all.” 
 
    "I hope you are right," I say. 
 
    *** 
 
    "So now that we are away from horny Grade 12 jocks, do you want to tell us what happened with Arya after you left the bonfire?" Richard asks as we are all at my locker before the first class of the day, while Malcolm is trying to head a soccer ball as many times as he can in a row. 
 
    “I took her home,” is all I say. 
 
    “James,” Samson says. “We have been friends since we were kids, you know you can tell us anything right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “I’m just wondering why everyone is asking about my love life now.” 
 
    “Because up until this past Saturday,” Malcolm says, continually heading the ball, “you didn’t have one.” 
 
    “Mr. X, no playing with soccer balls in the school!” Mr. Trelawney says to Malcolm as he walks by, to which Malcolm grabs hold of the soccer ball. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Trelawney!" Malcolm calls out after him. 
 
    “Anyway,” Samson says, “we haven’t seen you like this in so long. You were so carefree and happy on Saturday. It was like the old James was back.” 
 
    I look at all these guys, my three best friends. They have always stuck by me, even if for the past two years I’ve been blowing them off or been distant. “I feel like I can be like my old self with her.” I say. “She brings it out of me.” 
 
    “And we are so happy for you man!” Richard says, slapping me on the shoulder. 
 
    “I kissed her,” I say and the guys look at me, listening for more. “I took her to that abandoned house we found when we were kids and I kissed her, and it was incredible. I never thought I could feel this way about someone.” Daniel was right about one thing; having those sexy, tanned legs wrapped around me did feel amazing, and I would do anything to do it again. 
 
    *** 
 
    I rush down the stairs to head to Biology, which is on the first floor, right next to the gym, the only science class that's not in the science wing. As I come up to the class, I see her. She's by the gym doors, looking at the bulletin board. She's wearing tight, dark jeans, knee-high dark brown boots, and an army green dress shirt that she has tied up at the front in a loose bow. The shirt just slightly exposes the skin above her jeans, driving me crazy from all the way over here. Her hair is loose, hanging over her shoulders like a beautiful golden waterfall. The guys' Grade 12 gym class is heading to the change room, and with her back to them, I can see them pointing, commenting, and staring at her, while she just looks at the board, oblivious to all the attention she attracts. I walk over to her because I just need to be close to her again, see that smile again and hear that voice again. When I come up behind her on her left, closer to the gym doors, I see she is focused on something on the board, and when I realize what it is, I comment, “Did you really have to check if you made the soccer team?” 
 
    It snaps her back out of her trance, and she looks at me and smiles. “With Isabella as captain, I couldn’t be too sure,” she says. 
 
    "There's no way Mr. Sprout would have kept you off the team unless he was delusional," I say honestly. 
 
    “I assume you made the team as well,” Arya says. “Unless Mr. Quirrel is just looks and no brains.” 
 
    I laugh out loud. “Is someone attracted to the boys’ soccer coach?” I ask. Of course she is attracted to the hot and fit Mr. Quirrel. All the girls at school are attracted to him. Being older and a teacher just makes him more attractive, how can any guy compete with that? But I’d rather her deny it or say something that makes him unattractive to her. 
 
    “Every girl at this school is attracted to Mr. Quirrel,” she says. “Last week,” she begins excitedly, putting a hand on my arm, “I ran into him in the hall and he said he remembered seeing me play last year when he coached the junior girls and that I was, in his own words, a ‘tremendous’ soccer player!” 
 
    “Oh really?” I say. 
 
    “It was the highlight of my week,” Arya says dreamingly and then I just give her a look of ‘really?’. “Besides our date, of course!” she quickly corrects herself. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” I joke with her. “It’s going to be hard to battle for your affections with that guy though.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, James,” Arya says. “He made a joke about me being short right after which I didn’t appreciate, so you still remain my favourite.” I smile at her and then the warning bell goes off. “I guess we should head to class.” 
 
    "Probably a good idea since I don't see you holding any books," I say. 
 
    "They're already in the class," Arya says. "I'm not entirely hopeless." And then the guys from the locker room start coming out to go into the gym, passing by me and Arya. She's facing away from them, but I can see all their faces as they pass by us. And I know what they are all thinking about seeing her and me together. They were staring, pointing, and making comments at her when they walked into the locker room and they are doing the exact same thing as they exit. And because life is never fair, Daniel walks out with one of his friends by his side. When he sees Arya and then me, he points at Arya and whispers something to his friend, something obscene I’m sure by the reaction on his friend’s face. And then he winks at me as he walks by, trying to ignite the rage inside of me. “James?” Arya says, and I look at her, not realizing that I had been clenching my fist. “Who was that guy?” 
 
    "No one," I reply. 
 
    “He’s on your team, isn’t he?” she says as she looks around me to see him. 
 
    "Yes, he's the captain," I say quickly because I don't want her to spend any time or energy on him. 
 
    “Is someone else having trouble with their team captain as well?” Arya asks jokingly. 
 
    I laugh at her. “I guess it’s another thing we have in common.” 
 
    “He’s probably just jealous that you are the better soccer player,” Arya says. Arya, you don’t know how much I wish that that was what he was jealous of. 
 
    “Mr. Fox, Ms. Secord,” Mr. Quirrel says as he opens the gym doors. “Shouldn’t you two be in class?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Quirrel,” we both say in unison. 
 
    “Good,” Mr. Quirrel says. “Good luck for the season Arya, I’m sure you’ll help bring the championship back to East Side.” 
 
    "I'll do my best," Arya says, smiling at Mr. Quirrel, and he flashes back his smile that makes all the girls swoon. 
 
    "Great practice this morning, James," Mr. Quirrel says as if it's an afterthought. "See you tomorrow for practice." And then he heads back into the gym, leaving Arya and me alone. 
 
    "Oh man," Arya says. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask her. 
 
    “Did you see that!” Arya says excitedly, pointing at the gym door. “He remembered my name and he said I would bring the championship home!!” Arya seems very excited by this interaction and I respond by rolling my eyes and heading off to class, not wanting to hear another girl gush about Mr. Quirrel, especially not Arya. “James!” she runs up to me, touching my shoulder, which makes me stop and look at her. “You don’t have to be jealous James,” she says, holding my arm. “Just because Mr. Quirrel didn’t say that you would bring home the championship, doesn’t mean he doesn’t like you too.” 
 
    "You're impossible," I say smiling out of frustration at this girl that has turned everything upside down so quickly. 
 
    "Unfortunately, teacher's favourite and coach's favourite is actually a thing," Arya whispers to me. 
 
    “He’s not your coach, Arya,” I whisper back. 
 
    "But I can tell he wants to be," Arya says, and then the final bell rings. "Okay, now I need to go." She says and then runs through the door and starts sprinting up the stairs and I laugh as I watch her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arya 
 
    “So guys, I have important news!” Diana says as she sits down at our lunch table with Lincoln, who seems to be in a mood. 
 
    “What is it?” Sarah asks. 
 
    “Well,” Diana begins, excitedly. “Today marks the day that yours truly received a 100% on her English test and my sad accomplice here,” Diana puts her hand on Lincoln’s shoulder, “only received a 98%.” She whispers the last part. 
 
    "It's not a big deal," Lincoln says, annoyed at Diana's gloating, though I can tell he's not actually mad. 
 
    “It actually is a big deal because this is a historic moment,” Diana says. “No one has ever gotten a higher grade than you in English or History! Ever!” 
 
    These two superstars make our grades look terrible in comparison. Yes, they are great to study with, and George, Teddy, and I all got over 85% on that test as well, but Lincoln and Diana are just in a league of their own. Lincoln excelling in History and English while Diana excels in Math and Science, so of course Diana would make a big deal out of laying claim on Lincoln's territory. 
 
    "Anyway, can we please change the subject," Lincoln says. "Diana will go on about this all day if we don't stop her." 
 
    And then I see him, out of the corner of my eye, walking through the cafeteria, and without even thinking about it, I get up to go over to him, immediately attracted to him like a magnet. 
 
    “Arya!” he says happily when he sees me. “You look beautiful today, as you always do.”  
 
    “I just want to check in with you about our second date.” I say. “I don’t want you holding out on me.” And James just laughs. 
 
    "I'm working until 3 pm on Saturday, so not enough time to take you up to the Sugar Shack, but how about a hike instead?" James says. 
 
    "Well, it's a downgrade from pancakes covered in maple syrup, but I'll concede," I say. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “Aren’t they the cutest thing you have ever seen?” Diana says, looking at her friend talking to the handsome devil that is James Fox. This guy who blew off every girl interested in him since Grade 9 is now looking at Arya as if she is everything to him. And this girl, that was so shy when she came here is now so confident in herself and knows exactly what she wants. And she wants James. 
 
    “They’re both great soccer players, they’re both smart and they are the perfect height match!” Eleanor says excitedly. 
 
    “Look at the way he looks at her,” Sarah comments. “He’s a man falling in love.” And then she rests her chin on her hand to watch admiringly. “Where can I find a guy like that?” and Teddy and George both roll their eyes at Sarah. 
 
    "They've only been on one date," Lincoln says, about to bite into his apple. 
 
    “Is that jealousy I hear?” Diana says, looking at Lincoln to read his facial expressions. 
 
    “No,” Lincoln says calmly. “I’m just commenting that they barely know each other. Saying that he’s in love is a bit much, Sarah.” 
 
    “The eyes don’t lie, Lincoln,” Sarah says. “And she really likes him too.” 
 
    "You missed your chance, Lincoln," Diana says. 
 
    “I don’t like her like that, Diana!” Lincoln yells at her, which causes Diana to shrink back, something that she never does.  
 
    Lincoln is well aware of the connection between Arya and James. He was the one that was there when they first met, however brief it was, but he knew then that there was something more there. So it's not jealousy Lincoln feels because he doesn't have those types of feelings for Arya. But rather, it's protectiveness over this girl that he has found to be a true friend in these past two months. Lincoln knows that James is a good guy, that he would be good to her, but it's not James that he is worried about. It's James' world, and if he and Arya are together, then she will be sucked into that world. If she dates him, all the girls will become jealous of the new girl dating the popular soccer player. If she dates him, all the older guys in Grade 12, the only ones with a higher social standing than James, will see her as something of value, something to obtain. Arya is safe with us, in our group, in our world of this high school. She's safe with us, but with James? Even he might not be able to protect her from the evils of his own world. 
 
    If Arya wants to stay out of the spotlight, James is the exact wrong guy to get involved with. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 – You & Me 
 
    “As long as I got you and me / Moving through this world as a two man team / I'll always have everything I need / You don't even realize, what you mean / No one can fall for you quite like me / No one can get me so perfectly / You don't even realize (Ooh) / You're all that I need 'cause I want / You and me, you and me” – You & Me, James TW 
 
    Arya 
 
    And that was the beginning of the story of James and me. We did our best to spend as much time together as possible, which between school, soccer, and both of us having jobs, could be a struggle. But fortunately, soccer was at the same time for both of us, so we wouldn't be able to see each other anyway. For schoolwork, neither of us minded staying up a little late to finish it at night if it means we get to spend more time together. If anything, it's probably made us more efficient with our schoolwork because we could only give ourselves a certain amount of time to do it. As for work, I generally just work Saturday mornings, Sunday afternoons, and maybe one day during the week. James is the one that's working consistently three nights a week and Saturday and Sunday at the minimum. And then him taking care of his mom and sisters takes up a lot of his time too. I don't know how he makes time for me, but he does, he always does. I always just want more of him. And those next three weeks after our first date were amazing. It felt like we had known each other forever. That we were best friends, finally falling in love.  
 
    We did everything together. 
 
    Car Rides: 
 
    "I think I know the perfect playlist for this ride," I say in the passenger seat of James' car, flipping through my iPhone to find the right tune, and then I click shuffle on one of my old workout playlists and immediately start singing along to the lyrics, "You are…my fire, the one…desire, believe…when I say, that I want it that way!" 
 
    “Oh Lord,” James says. 
 
    “I know you know the lyrics,” I say. “Everyone does.” 
 
    And then, while still driving, James starts singing along too, “Tell me why?” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing but a heartache.” 
 
    “Tell me why?” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing but a mistake.” 
 
    “Now number five,” James sings in perfect imitation of Jake Peralta, and I just scream of happiness at the Brooklyn Nine-Nine reference, missing my cue of the song. 
 
    “You missed your cue, Arya!” James mockingly yells at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” I say with laughter. “I’ll restart the song!” 
 
    Movies: 
 
    “Why do you have such a large purse, Arya?” James asks me. 
 
    “For obvious reasons,” I say and then open my bag for him to look into before we head into the movie house. 
 
    "Popcorn, candy, chocolate, and…" James says as he looks through my purse, "Are those cookies as well?" 
 
    “Oatmeal chocolate chip!” I say, closing the bag on him. 
 
    “You’ve got a feast in there!” James says. “Never going to the movies without you again.” 
 
    Late Night Phone Calls: 
 
    "So, what are you working on?" I say into the phone, sitting at my desk, open textbook and notebook in front of me and a pen in hand. I look at my alarm clock and see that it's 11:23 pm. 
 
    "Studying for a Biology test that I may or may not fail tomorrow," James says. 
 
    “You’re too hard on yourself,” I say. “You always do great.” 
 
    "I could study all night and Lisa and your friend Diana would still leave me in the dust," James says. I go silent at James naming Lisa in our conversation like it's nothing at all. "Still there, Arya?" James asks. 
 
    “Does she still talk to you?” I ask. 
 
    "Who? Lisa?" James says and he takes my silence as confirmation, almost as if he can see my head nodding yes to his question. "A little, maybe? Honestly, if we do talk it doesn't have much of an impact on me because I don't remember anything she's said." 
 
    "Okay," I say into the phone, thinking about Lisa talking to James, trying to get his attention. He doesn't like her, he's said he doesn't like her, so why am I asking about her?  
 
    "It doesn't sound like you're okay," James says to me. 
 
    "She likes you a lot, James," I say, voicing the thoughts inside my head because I know James can always calm my worries. "And she hates me. If she could get rid of me, she would." 
 
    “No one could get rid of you,” James says seriously. “For me, it’s only you Arya. I have no idea why you came to East Side, but I’m so glad you did. You are meant to be at this school, whatever brought you, it brought us together because we were meant to meet.” James sighs slightly. “So don’t let Lisa, or anyone else, make you think any differently.” 
 
    Meeting his Family: 
 
    “It’s so nice that you could join us for dinner, Arya,” James’ mother says to me as she finishes putting dinner on the table. 
 
    “Please,” I say. “Thank you so much for having me!” 
 
    "Well, I knew I had to meet the reason why my son was always out of the house and smiling at his phone constantly," his mom says and I give him an elbow as he sits beside me, clearly embarrassed at the comment. 
 
    "Thanks, Mom," James says. 
 
    “So what are your favourite subjects at school, Arya?” his mom asks. 
 
    And at the end of the dinner, his younger sister, Rachel, asks me, “Arya, I have something upstairs I want to show you.” 
 
    "I'm sure Arya has to get home now," James says to try and save me. 
 
    “No rush,” I say and look to Rachel. “Show me your room.” 
 
    “Can I come too?” Grace, James’ youngest sister, says like any younger sibling that doesn’t want to be left out would. 
 
    “Of course!” I say and I follow the two girls upstairs to their bedrooms. 
 
    James 
 
    “She’s special,” Mom says to me when they are all out of earshot. 
 
    "Yes, she is," I say, starting to clear the table. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you this happy in a long time, James,” Mom says, and I just look at her, while she starts washing dishes. I know what she is really saying. She’s saying, ‘I haven’t seen you this happy since your dad was alive’. 
 
    “I haven’t felt this happy in a while,” is all I say back. 
 
    Arya 
 
    “So is James your boyfriend?” Rachel asks me as she sits on her bed. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, sitting on the bean bag chair in her room. James asked me to be his girlfriend when I asked how he was going to introduce me to his mother. 
 
    “Have you guys kissed?” Grace says, also sitting on her sister’s bed. 
 
    “Of course they’ve kissed, Grace!” Rachel says to her younger sister. “They’re dating!” and I just laugh at them. 
 
    "Will you be coming over more often now?" Grace asks me sweetly as if she would like me to. 
 
    "I would like that," I say honestly. 
 
    Him Meeting My Family: 
 
    "Nice that you could join us for dinner, James," Dad says. 
 
    “Thank you for the invitation,” James says. “Everything looks delicious.”  
 
    "So, Arya tells me you're a soccer player as well," Dad says to James. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” James says. 
 
    “What team do you cheer for?” Dad asks. 
 
    “Steve, do we really want to be talking about soccer now?” Mom says to Dad. 
 
    "Just a question, sweetheart," Dad says. 
 
    "Manchester United," James says in answer to Dad’s question. 
 
    "Ahh…" Dad says. "You have better sense than my daughter." And then my dad winks at me and I roll my eyes. 
 
    Hikes: 
 
    “Come on, slow legs!” James calls behind him to me. 
 
    "I'm literally sprinting!" I say to him as I reach him, wading through tree branches, walking on a mixture of tree roots, rocks, and dirt. 
 
    "We're almost there," James says as we walk through a set of trees, walking along a giant cliff face, to find a gorgeous view of a river and what seems like endless trees. 
 
    "It's beautiful, James," I say, looking at the incredible view. 
 
    "I knew you would like it," James says and then he takes a seat on the edge of the cliff. I come up and sit next to him and enjoy the view. “My dad used to take me up here a lot.” 
 
    “And have you been up here much since?” I ask. I want James to feel comfortable talking about anything with me. Including his dad, which I know is hard for him. 
 
    “Only a couple of times,” James says. “It’s always a mix of different emotions coming up here. I never know what I’m going to get.” 
 
    “How about now?” I ask, turning to look at him. 
 
    He looks over at me and just smiles. “Right now, I’m happy because I somehow convinced the most beautiful girl at East Side to be my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Smooth.” I laugh. “But your dad, James. How do you feel about that?” 
 
    He looks out on the water. “I miss him all the time, Arya,” James says. “Time doesn’t heal all wounds. For so long that night repeated over and over in my head. Nothing mattered unless it was important to my dad. That’s why my family, school, and soccer became the most important things in my life and took up all my time. Those were the things that were the most important to my dad.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    James looks at me. “He’d call me an idiot if I didn’t make you mine. And then he’d kill me if I neglected you.” 
 
    I smile. “Seems like a smart man.” 
 
    “You guys would’ve gotten along,” James says. “Even if you are a Chelsea fan.”  
 
    I slap James playfully on the arm. “I get enough grief from my father. I don’t need it from you as well.” I look at James. “Your father wouldn’t want you to neglect your friends either, James.” 
 
    “I know,” James says. “I’m lucky they have stuck by me all this time. I’m trying to make up for the past two years.” 
 
    “They don’t want that, James,” I say. “They just want you. They just want you back.”  
 
    Of Course, Arguments: 
 
    “You work too hard, James,” I say. “Can’t you see it? You’re working yourself to the ground for your uncle.” 
 
    “I know what I am doing, Arya,” James says. “I can manage. I have to. I don’t have the luxury of someone else paying for me to go to university. I have to earn it myself. And I have to take care of my family too.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” I ask. 
 
    “That we are different,” James says. “I love spending time with you more than anything, but I can’t make you a top priority. I can’t afford to do that. Maybe one of your past rich boyfriends could have, but I can’t.” 
 
    "First of all," I say. "I don't have any past boyfriends. You are the first. And second of all, I don't care about myself. I care about you, I care about how much work you do and how much pressure you put on yourself, it's not healthy. Especially not at this age." 
 
    “I’ve been able to take care of myself just fine all these years,” James says. “I don’t need you to tell me I ‘work too hard’.” 
 
    “But it’s true, James!” I say. “You work too hard for your uncle. I have never even met him, and I can already see that. Why can’t anyone else?” 
 
    “Just stick to your stupid cashier job at Metro, Arya!” James yells at me.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I turn on him. 
 
    “Let me take care of working for my uncle. You are not in this world so you can never understand what it’s like,” James says. 
 
    “Then help me understand, James,” I say. “I just want to be there for you. You are what I care about. Let me help.” 
 
    “Then please just stay out of the way, Arya,” James says. “My uncle is a hard person to work under, but I can handle it.” He comes up close to me and puts a hand to my neck. “I promise to come to you when the burden gets too heavy, but for now I’m fine.” 
 
    No, you’re not, I think to myself. You are not fine, James, and I know you would rather die underneath that burden before asking anyone for help. But I will oblige your request. I will stay out of the way and I will be your safe haven to come to whenever you need. 
 
    “I am sorry for yelling at you and for what I said,” James says. “I did not mean it.” 
 
    “I understand that our lives and our families are different, James,” I say. “Just please don’t shut me out because of it.” 
 
    “I’m not shutting you out, Arya,” James says. “My uncle, his company, all of it is things you don’t have to worry about. Leave it for me to take care of.” And then he kisses me softly on the lips, but I know my boyfriend carries a weight too heavy for him and that he might never come to me for help. 
 
    Target Practice: 
 
    "This is my uncle's favourite rifle to use," James says in the tiny shed that can't fit more than four people inside with all the extra stuff in it. A shed near the back of James' uncles' farm. There's a table at the open window where James will shoot from. He shows me the weapon and I just nod as he smiles. Then he sits down in front of the table, lying the weapon flat on it, and puts his earmuff hearing protection and I do the same, standing as far away as I can from him in this little shed. I watch him load and cock the rifle with the confidence of someone that has done it many times and then he aligns himself. He takes his time, slowing his breath and I just watch him. I hear a click and then he shoots. It's loud, even with the earmuffs on, and then he fires again and again and again. Five shots. The max that is allowed in a magazine he told me. I hear the click again and he lays the weapon flat on the table, facing the window. "Let's check it out," he says, getting up and heading out the shed. I follow him and we take our earmuffs off to walk out to the field to the target he set up. "See these five shots?" He points them out to me. All five of them are close together, but they are in the upper right-hand quadrant of the grid, not on the target. "It's a grouping. It's more important to have a small grouping than it is to be right on target. You can adjust the sighting to fit the person shooting." 
 
    "Cool," I say looking at it, having no knowledge of weapons at all. James was showing me the different types of weapons that his uncle has here. How to hold it, how to put the different weapons on safe, how to load and cock it. Explaining the different terminology to me. I was confused when he said magazine before realizing that's where the rounds are loaded. I watched, nodding along, knowing that this is something he is very passionate about. 
 
    We head back into the shed. James grabs another magazine that is loaded and puts it on the table. "Your turn," he says. 
 
    “What?” I look at him with big eyes. “No way. I’m good to watch.” 
 
    “Come on, Arya,” James says, “it’s fun.” 
 
    “I’m good,” I say. I don’t want to touch it. 
 
    “Arya,” James says. “I know you are just afraid of handling a weapon, but you shouldn’t be. This is the problem with the stigma around weapons. If you know how to operate them, then there’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” I say, even though I am. “I just don’t see the point.” 
 
    “Not saying it will happen,” James says, “but if you are ever in the situation where you need to use a weapon, you’ll be much more confident if you know how it works.” 
 
    “You think the world would be better off if people knew how to operate weapons?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” James says flatly. “Once you learn how to work a weapon, you realize it’s a useful tool. A way to hunt, a means of protection. You learn that a weapon is only dangerous if you make it dangerous. And that teaching people how to safely use a weapon is better than leaving people fearful of weapons. It’s the people that don’t know anything about weapons that want them banned.” 
 
    “They kill people, James,” I say. “The gun violence in America? People take a gun to a school and can shoot up the whole place in minutes.” 
 
    “Those people,” James says, “have a problem. And the weapons they use aren’t legal anyway. Everyone shouldn’t have to suffer because of some mentally deranged person. The mentally deranged need help, that’s where the system is failing.” 
 
    “James…” 
 
    “This is a five-round magazine, Arya.” He holds it up to me. “Five shots. You don’t shoot up a whole school with a five-round magazine. What they are doing is illegal. Banning guns won’t help. They’ll find another way. The dangerous people will always find a way to get their hands on a weapon. Or they’ll use something else. I mean, for Pete’s sake, now vehicles are being used to kill people.” 
 
    “I think you’ve made your point now, James,” I say. 
 
    “I just know that people would see weapons differently if they knew how to operate them. They wouldn’t be something scary anymore,” James says. “There will always be a black market, Arya. A gun ban will only hurt the people that already follow the rules. It won’t stop the ones that don’t.” 
 
    “Then please teach me your ways, oh Sensei,” I say to him and he laughs. 
 
    And he does. He teaches me everything, even how to hold the weapon properly. He steps away from me to let me take my first shot. It’s loud and I can feel the recoil and it’s more than what I expect. I readjust myself, which James said not to do because it will ruin the grouping, but I do and realign myself. I shoot the rest of the magazine, this time expecting the recoil, and fire them off one after the other, never moving, just firing. 
 
    “How was that?” James says, coming up to me. 
 
    It felt great. It felt amazing, and nothing went wrong. It feels empowering. And now, I just want to do it again. Damn him for being right. “Amazing,” I say, still in the same position. 
 
    “Put in on safe, lay it on the table and let’s see how you did,” James says. Oh, lord. I didn’t even think of that. What if I’m terrible? I do what he says, taking my earmuffs off and follow him back out to the target. “Not bad,” James says, and he points out my shots that are in the bottom right quadrant, somewhat close together, but nowhere near his grouping accuracy.  
 
    I bend down to look at it more closely. “I only see four,” I say. “Where’s the fifth?” 
 
    James looks over the target board. “Here,” he points in the center above the target. “That was probably your first shot when you readjusted yourself.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect that recoil,” I say, rubbing my shoulder. 
 
    “I warned you,” James says. “So what now?” 
 
    “Can I do it again?” I smile at him. 
 
    “Of course,” James says, happy that I enjoyed it. I appreciated him for not making fun of me for initially being scared and for him being right. 
 
    “When’s your uncle coming back?” I ask as we walk back to the shed. 
 
    “Late,” James says. “We’ll be gone before he and my aunt get back.” Because that’s how James planned it. 
 
    “When do I get to meet him?” I ask. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t like him?” James asks. 
 
    “I never said that,” I say, “just that he works you too hard.” 
 
    “Maybe another time,” James says, but I know he doesn’t mean that.  
 
    Cliff Jumping: 
 
    "The water's not that cold Arya!" James calls to me from the bottom of the cliff. I have no fear of jumping off the cliff, James is just the one that jumped off immediately when we got to the top. 
 
    Hot and sweating, I run to the edge of the cliff, jump into the air, and land in the cold, cold water, sinking very deep, but never touching the bottom. And just when I feel like I can't hold my breath any longer, I immediately swim up as fast as I can to the top, taking a big gulp of air when I break the surface. James is there, waiting for me, and then we swim closer to the shore so that we can stand in the water. 
 
    “How was that?” James asks me. 
 
    "Amazing," I say, and then I see James look to the shore to see if there is anyone around and upon finding the place empty, he comes up to me, putting a hand to my neck, and pulls me in for a kiss. The kiss is soft and sweet, and when I put my hands on his naked chest, he pulls away. 
 
    “Can you promise me something, Arya?” James asks me as he pulls a piece of wet hair behind my ear. 
 
    “What is it? I ask. 
 
    “That you’ll always stay this way?” James asks. 
 
    "I don't know what you mean," I say. 
 
    “Happy, kind, adventurous.” James says, “mine?” 
 
    I look up at him and come close to him as if I'm about to kiss him, but right before I do, I say, "Always, James." And then we sink into that deep kiss again that I can never get enough of. I wrap my right arm around his neck, while my left hand feels his strong arms and chest. He grabs hold of my legs and wraps them around his waist. Being so close to him with little clothing on, being able to feel each other's skin on skin? It's incredible, and all I want is for us to always stay this way. 
 
    But like I said before, all good things come to an end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 – Don’t Take Away My Heaven 
 
    “And the sun would have nowhere to shine  / And the stars would all fall from the sky  / Baby, please  / / Don't take away my heaven, oh, no / 'Cause this world would stop turnin', I know  / And I'd lose my whole world if you go  / Baby, don't  / Don't take away my heaven, oh, no” – Don’t Take Away My Heaven, Aaron Neville 
 
    No POV 
 
    "Now where is your brother?" Uncle Terry asks his niece, Grace. Uncle Terry and Aunt Marie try to come over to the Fox house for a meal every once in a while, along with their own two daughters. 
 
    "He's with his girlfriend, Uncle Terry," Grace says to him and his face immediately changes. 
 
    “Girlfriend?” Uncle Terry says as if in mock surprise to his niece, but truthfully, he is surprised. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes, Uncle Terry!” Grace exclaims. “Her name is Arya. She’s really nice and really pretty. And he really likes her. A lot.” 
 
    Uncle Terry ponders this new information. It shouldn’t be surprising that his nephew wouldn’t have mentioned a girl. Teenagers always keep secrets. But how serious is this relationship and how serious is his nephew about this girl he has never met? 
 
    “Terry, you know who she is talking about,” Aunt Marie says to break her niece free of the conversation. 
 
    “Grace,” James’ mother, Carol, says, “why don’t you go outside with Rachel and your cousins?” With that, Grace leaves the three adults in the kitchen. 
 
    “I told you that James was seeing a girl,” Aunt Marie says to her husband. 
 
    “That was three weeks ago,” Uncle Terry says. At that time, he had just brushed it off as nothing.  “Is it the same one?” 
 
    "Yes," Carol confirms, smiling. "She's a lovely girl and James' is head over heels for her. I haven't seen him this happy in a long time." 
 
    "He already has soccer, school, work, and helping to manage this family on his plate," Uncle Terry says. "Now he is adding a girlfriend to the mix?!" 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Aunt Marie dismisses her husband. “You work that boy way too hard. He deserves to have some fun in his life. He’s only 16.” 
 
    “Yes, and he’ll be applying to go to university in the Fall,” Uncle Terry says. “He doesn’t need something or someone to distract him.” 
 
    “She’s just a girl, love,” Aunt Marie says. 
 
    “Just a girl?” Uncle Terry says and then turns to James’ mother. “And how well do you know this girl?” 
 
    “She’s been over here a couple of times,” Carol says. “She’s a pretty girl, she’s smart, athletic, she even plays soccer, just like James. She is also very kind and Grace and Rachel both love her as well.” 
 
    “Aunt Marie!!” a voice calls from outside. “Please come outside!”  
 
    “I will be right back,” Aunt Marie heads out the backdoor. 
 
    “Does she go to his school?” Uncle Terry continues. 
 
    “Yes,” Carol says.  
 
    “Then why is he only just now dating this ‘perfect’ girl?” Uncle Terry asks. 
 
    “Because she used to go to West Side,” Carol says. “She just transferred schools this term.” 
 
    “West Side?” Uncle Terry asks with raised eyebrows. “What is her last name?” 
 
    “Secord.” 
 
    “Her father is the dentist in town,” Uncle Terry says. “He’s dating some rich barbie from the right side of the tracks?!” 
 
    “Don’t you dare call her that,” Carol warns. “It shouldn’t matter who her father is, she likes James as much as he likes her.” 
 
    “That’s what she thinks for now,” Uncle Terry says. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Carol says. 
 
    “You think a spoiled rich girl is going to be happy with your son?” Uncle Terry says. “Sure she might seem like she likes him. A good looking strong young man. And of course he has fallen for her considering everyone keeps saying what a pretty girl she is. But James won’t be able to keep a girl like her around for very long. He’ll do everything for her, give up all his free time for her, but as soon as some richer guy comes her way, she will leave him in the dust. It does not matter how hard James works, he will not be able to provide for her like her father does. At least not for a long time. They don’t see the difference right now because they are both young, in love, and in high school, but they will soon enough. And once she realizes the life she will have with James, she will leave him.” 
 
    “You are being ridiculous,” Carol says. “They are teenagers that are dating in high school. You are talking about it like they are going to be married.” 
 
    “This is a very important time in James’ life,” Uncle Terry says. “The decisions he makes now will have a lasting effect on his future. He’s going places and I will not have a girl that is just going to break his heart have any impact on his future.” 
 
    “My son has worked to the bone for your company,” Carol says. “Let him have just this one joy in his life.” 
 
    “Fine,” Uncle Terry says. “But if I find out that girl has done anything to impact his future, I will break them up myself. I do not care who her father is.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 –Night Fever 
 
    “Listen to the ground / There is movement all around / There is something goin' down / And I can feel it” – Night Fever, Bee Gees 
 
    Arya 
 
    Now while East Side Academy and West Side Academy are rival schools in the same town, it doesn't mean we never mix with each other. East Siders are friends with West Siders, West Siders have cousins at East Side, East Siders and West Siders play on the same competitive sports teams, the list goes on. We are not completely separate from each other, we are just rivals, and some take the rivalry more seriously than others, namely jocks. Even if they play together in competitive sports, they don't forget what school they're from. It's like two universities in the same town. They will party with each other on a Friday or Saturday night, but you stay true to your school. And I'm somewhere in between. An East Side girl that has been a West Side girl for much longer. Even if I attend East Side now, no one is going to let me forget where I was before. And tonight is when both of my worlds are going to collide. 
 
    One of the rich guys in Grade 11 from West Side’s parents (dad and stepmom) are away and so he has the mansion to himself this Saturday night. His new stepbrother as of this year, also in Grade 11, attends East Side. So of course, with the house to themselves, the stepbrothers decide to have a party at the house for the Grade 11s of West Side and East Side. Should be interesting. I haven't even seen anyone from West Side since I switched schools, not even my friends. I am a bit nervous to see them, it's just been so long. A part of me just wants to skip the party altogether, but my friends wouldn't hear of it. James will be there at least, and I know I can convince him to leave early if necessary. It's very important to be in a relationship with someone that wants to leave parties at the same time as you. Mia is at a sleepover and my parents are at a dentist conference this weekend so I'm sure it won't be hard to convince him. 
 
    I whistle to Diana when she comes out of the bathroom with a black collared dress that ties at the front. With her skin colour, all clothes look amazing on her and that dress is showing off her long legs for everyone to see. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you,” Diana says, sweeping her hair back and laughing. “What are you wearing?” she says to me. 
 
    Eleanor is wearing a cold shoulder black top with wavy sleeves and a tight beige skirt to show off her cleavage and flat stomach. Sarah is wearing a beautiful burgundy brassiere with lipstick to match and high waisted jeans, to only show a bit of stomach. Normally we wouldn't dress this nice for a high school party, but this is a West Side party, and you can bet those West Side girls will be pulling out all the stops. Sitting crossed-legged on Diana's bed, I'm wearing jeans and a white tank top with a plaid shirt wrapped around my waist. I’m tempted to just throw on my sneakers and call it a day. See what the West Siders say about me then. But I do like dressing up every once in a while, and this is a good excuse for it.  
 
    “Give me a minute,” I say, grabbing my clothes from my bag. 
 
    "I thought you were just going to wear that outfit," Sarah says. "It becomes you!" 
 
    I grab a baseball cap and put it on backward. "Think the West Side guys will like this?" I say posing and they all laugh. 
 
    “James will still be all over you,” Sarah says. “You could wear a potato sack and he wouldn’t care.” 
 
    I laugh and head to the bathroom. She's right. It doesn't matter what I wear, James wouldn't care. I put on my outfit slowly, looking at myself in the full-length mirror. A tight white spaghetti strap crop top with a dark sage green high low maxi skirt. It shows an inch of my stomach. My crop top is snug to my chest, a sweetheart neckline that shows some cleavage. I love the outfit, how pretty I feel in it, and showing off skin that I'd never be allowed to at home or school. When I look at the amount of skin I'm showing, I'm wondering if James would prefer if I wear a potato sack? No, James isn't like that. He never comments on what I'm wearing except to tell me I'm beautiful. 
 
    I walk out of the bathroom to catcalls and whistles from the girls. “You guys are too much,” I say, walking to grab my makeup bag. 
 
    “James better watch it that some other guy doesn’t try to take you home,” Diana says suggestively. 
 
    “Definitely not going to happen,” I say. “James is the one who will be coming home with me tonight.” 
 
    “Are your parents home?” Eleanor asks with a raised eyebrow. I shake my head with a smile and the girls scream with excitement. “Are you guys going to…” 
 
    “I’m not going that far with him,” I interrupt Eleanor, knowing what she’s going to ask. “We’ve only been together a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “But you want to?” Diana asks. 
 
    “I’ve never had a boyfriend before,” I say honestly. “I don’t know how it’s all supposed to work with timing and everything. Of course I want to, but I’m not ready.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Sarah says. “James would wait forever for you.” 
 
    "Well, I won't make him wait THAT long." I laugh. "But I always just want to spend more time with him. Having a whole uninterrupted night, the house to ourselves is just what the doctor ordered." 
 
    "Did the doctor order some heart-racing activities?" Diana says and I throw a pillow at her. "What? Cardio is good for you!" 
 
    *** 
 
    The mansion is huge. Larger than any house I've ever seen in our tiny town and on a big property so that there aren't any neighbours that will be disturbed by all the teenagers that are in and outside the house. We walk into the beautiful and grand house, late as usual, with the house full of drinking teens, who are chatting, playing drinking games, and making out. It's a version of Lisa's party, just on a grander and fancier scale. Of course the guys are dressed how they would normally dress, it's the girls that have dolled themselves up this evening. Some to attract male attention, some because they love to dress up. When I walk into the house with my three girlfriends, I forget for a moment that I would be seeing people I already know. People that would be curious about me leaving West Side to go to East Side. There is only one boy at West Side that knows the real reason I left, and I am sure he is somewhere in this crowd of people. I intend to avoid him at all costs. 
 
    "Arya!" I hear female voices scream. I turn to the voices and find my three girlfriends, Maya, Zora, and Lucy, from West Side, all dolled up to perfection. 
 
    “West Side princesses.” Diana raises an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with guys later,” I say and then turn to my friends. I run over to them, joining in a group hug, all of us screaming at the reunion. It’s been months since I’ve seen these girls that were once my closest friends. 
 
    “Arya!” Maya, the kind, inquisitive one, says excitedly. “We haven’t seen you in sooo long! How are you?” 
 
    “Good,” I say. “It’s been a change, but a good change.” 
 
    “Really?” Zora says. “You mean you actually like being at East Side?” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I say. “I’ve met some incredible people there.” 
 
    “Those girls you walked in with?” Zora asks. 
 
    “They’re my friends,” I say. “They’re great! You guys would love them.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Zora says unconvinced. Zora is a close friend, but she always has been kind of a snob. I guess I didn’t realize it so much considering all four of us come from well off families. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Lucy, the overly nice one, says. “We’re just happy that you are doing well there. We miss you at West Side though. It’s not the same without you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “I miss you guys a lot.” I do miss these girls a lot. We’ve been best friends for years. 
 
    “So then why did you leave?” Maya asks. 
 
    “I already told you,” I say, knowing that this question would come up. 
 
    "No, you didn't," Maya says. "You didn't give any explanation other than you HAD to leave." 
 
    I bit my lip. I hate lying, especially to my friends, especially since they know I’m hiding something, but it’s the way it has to be. “I just needed a change,” I say. 
 
    “And East Side is the change you wanted?” Zora says unimpressed. 
 
    “Did we do something wrong, Arya?” Lucy asks. “You just left so quickly. Within a day you had your decision made.” 
 
    “No, no,” I say reassuring them. “You guys did nothing wrong.” How do I explain this to them? How do I explain why I left the better school for the lesser one? What reasonable person would do that? 
 
    “Was it Nick?” Maya says jokingly. “He was always on the edge of stalking you. How many times has he asked you out now?”  
 
    I laugh. “No, Nick is harmless. Has he found a girlfriend?” I ask. “I would be so happy to hear that.” 
 
    “Nope!” Maya says. “And he’s here tonight. Just as a warning.” Great, another person to avoid. 
 
    “Do you remember when he tried to ask you out with a bouquet of licorice?” Lucy asks. 
 
    “Oh lord.” I put my hand to my forehead. “Not my finest moment.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Arya,” Lucy says. 
 
    “He was so upset after that,” I say. “He came up to my locker with this bouquet of licorice and all I said to him is ‘I don’t like licorice’. It just came out! An immediate reaction to seeing it. His face just dropped. I felt so bad.” The only good thing about this story is that it’s a distraction from telling them why I left West Side. 
 
    “He asked you out again, like a month later,” Lucy says. “So obviously wasn’t too heartbroken.” 
 
    “Any cute guys at East Side?” Maya asks with a raised eyebrow. I try to hide my sheepish grin, but it’s too late. “There is, isn’t there? One in particular?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, happy for the conversation to change to this direction. “I actually have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “What?!” they all say in unison. I shouldn’t be surprised. I didn’t date any guys at West Side, and now in less than a term at East Side, I already have a boyfriend. 
 
    “You have a boyfriend?” Maya says, disbelievingly. “What has that school done to you?” 
 
    “That’s great, Arya!” Lucy says cheerfully. 
 
    “What HAS that school done to you?” Zora says. “Please tell me he’s rich.” 
 
    “Is that all that matters to you?” I say to Zora, annoyed that that would be the first thing she asks. 
 
    “Come on, Arya,” Zora says. “We have plenty of choice of the sons of wealthy families at West Side. Why would you settle for someone at that low budget school?” 
 
    "I'm not settling with James," I say. "He's kind, smart, athletic, funny, and handsome. He's everything." 
 
    “But rich,” Zora says. 
 
    "Oh leave it, Zora," Lucy says. "Arya's found someone she really likes. Doesn't matter how much his family makes. Is he here tonight?"  
 
    I nod. “I don’t know where,” I say, looking around me. “But he is here.” 
 
    “We want to meet him,” Lucy says, and Zora rolls her eyes. 
 
    “We’re playing another round of King’s Cup if you guys want to join?” a guy says from the couch. 
 
    “You in, Arya?” Maya asks. 
 
    “I’m good,” I say. “I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 – Too Little Too Late 
 
    “It's just too little too late / A little too wrong / And I can't wait / But you know all the right things to say / (You know it's just too little too late) / You say you dream of my face/ But you don't like me / You just like the chase / To be real it doesn't matter anyway / (You know it's just too little too late)” – Too Little Too Late, JoJo 
 
    Arya 
 
    I leave my friends, trying to maneuver my way through all the people. I’m trying to get through the center hallway by the staircase to get across the house, but people are deep in their conversations or making out, so they aren't moving. I feel a strong hand on my waist, touching the exposed skin and it guides me through the hallway, weaving around the teenagers until we reach an open space by the curve of the staircase. I turn around to see who guided me through the hallway and come face to face with an attractive, strong guy with brown eyes and a brown fauxhawk, with a foot over me. 
 
    “You looked like you needed help there,” he says and then smiles at me.  
 
    “Thanks, Lexi,” I say and see that he has led me into a corner, making an escape more difficult. 
 
    “You remember me,” Lexi says as a joke because how could I forget him? “I was worried you would have forgotten me at that new school of yours.” 
 
    "The captain of the hockey team is not an easy person to forget." I smile. There are no hockey teams for the school, just for the town, and Lexi is the best player in the league. I guess he and George play on the same team then, something I never thought of. 
 
    “Is that all I am to you?” Lexi jokes and I laugh at him. "You look great tonight, Arya," Lexi says, looking me over from head to toe. I notice his eyes stay on my chest for too long. "But you always look great.” 
 
    “How are you?” I ask, trying to make conversation. We haven’t spoken since I left West Side. 
 
    “Good,” Lexi says. “We’re in the playoffs right now.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I say. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Arya,” Lexi says seriously, cutting to the chase. “You just up and left West Side so quickly. I didn’t know you were leaving until you were already gone.” 
 
    “It was a quick decision,” I say, looking away from him. 
 
    Lexi steps in closer, leaving little room between us. I'm in the corner but he's left me with an escape route to my left if I need it. He puts a hand on the doorway above my head, leaning slightly. To anyone, it would look like he is flirting with me, trying to get lucky. "Leaving West Side to go to East Side?" Lexi says. "Why would you do that?" 
 
    “I just needed a change,” I say. “Needed to get away.” 
 
    “From something or someone?” Lexi asks and I glance up at him. He just smiles at me and then touches my bare shoulder, running his hand along my arm and then squeezing my hand before he lets go. “Don’t worry, Arya, you don’t have to explain anything to me.” 
 
    “What do you want, Lexi?” I ask, already knowing I can’t give it to him. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Lexi says. “To pick up where we left off. You left West Side before anything could happen.” 
 
    The truth is Lexi is impossibly handsome, with a smile that makes your knees wobble. And he’s a hockey player. He’s like crack. Every girl wants to be with him. He was always nice to me. He flirted with me, and I shamelessly flirted back, the only guy I have ever given any opportunity or any hope. Until I came to East Side of course. I usually just brush guys off, but not with Lexi. Originally, I thought that he heard that I don’t date and wanted a challenge. Wanted to be the only guy to get with me to prove to everyone that he can get any girl he wants.  
 
    But I was wrong. Lexi’s selective. He doesn’t date around, he’s too focused on hockey. He’ll only date a girl if he’s serious about her and she understands how important hockey is to him. I guess he figured I would because of my soccer. Would something have happened with Lexi if I had stayed? We were on track for it. We became friends, we flirted, but it never went further than that. Okay, except for one intense kiss that left me breathless. At the time, to me, it was an amazing kiss. But it doesn’t matter now. I’m with James now and he means everything to me. I meant it when I told James that there is no comparison to him. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Lexi," I say, crossing my arms, putting my hands on opposite shoulders, and looking away from him. I’m now very aware of how much skin I'm showing. 
 
    “Hey,” Lexi says softly, putting a hand to my face to force me to look at him. “I’m not upset with you. I still want to try this.” He lets his hand fall from my face, and I uncross my arms. “I’ve always had feelings for you, Arya. You know I don’t just date anyone. You know you’re special to me.” 
 
    “So special you never called or messaged me?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “You know I’m busy with hockey,” Lexi says. Translation: You didn’t fit so easily into my life anymore, so I didn’t put in the effort. “But the phone works both ways, Arya. I haven’t heard from you either.” 
 
    “You know I’m busy with hockey,” I say, trying to imitate him. Lexi just laughs at me and I laugh with him. The truth is, when I transferred, I thought it would be better to cut off all ties to West Side. 
 
    “I am sorry, Arya,” Lexi says. “Maybe I thought that it was better to leave things as they were when you left. But when I saw you tonight, I knew I couldn’t do that. All the feelings came back.” He brushes the hair off my shoulders, putting a hand to my bare shoulder in the same movement. He lets his thumb travel underneath my spaghetti strap, travelling along my shoulder from front to back until he takes his hand away. He slides his other hand further down the door opening, still holding onto it.   
 
    “Lexi…” I start, knowing I can’t let this go on any longer. 
 
    "I seem to remember a time in the drama room closest with a very pretty girl," Lexi says, and while I try to hide my blush at the memory, I know he sees it, and he steps in closer, letting go of the door frame. "She wrapped her legs around me, pressed her body against mine, ran her fingers through my hair, and bit my lip just softly enough to drive me wild." Lexi smiles at me but I can't return it. "I ran my hands up the soft skin of her thighs and across all her body, I played with her hair and I heard her moan ever so slightly during the kiss." 
 
    “Nice memory,” I say. 
 
    “I’m just sorry we only have one,” Lexi says and smiles, “‘til now.” Lexi reaches an arm to my waist, but I brush it away. 
 
    “I can’t,” I say sternly to Lexi, looking him straight in the eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t?” Lexi says confused. “Is this because you’re at East Side now? Because I really don’t care, Arya.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” I say. “I have a boyfriend, Lexi.” 
 
    He barks out a laugh, not believing me. “You can’t be serious.” I just stare at him, waiting for him to realize it’s not a joke. “Seriously, Arya?” I nod. “You don’t date.” He glares at me. “What pathetic guy did you find to shack up with at that school?”  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    He takes a step towards me and I take a small step back, but he’s still very close to me. He takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Arya, I just…”  
 
    “Thought that I’d always be available for you?” I ask, crossing my arms. 
 
    “I guess I never thought you would find another guy,” Lexi says. “Especially not at East Side. Didn’t take you very long.” 
 
    “I’ve been gone for three months, Lexi,” I say. 
 
    “You didn’t give any guy at West Side a second look for two and a half years, Arya!” Lexi yells at me. “And now in less than a term at that school you already have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “Lexi…” 
 
    “I’m naturally exclusive with you, Arya,” Lexi says. “I don’t want to be with anyone else. I like you. A lot.” 
 
    “I liked you too,” I say. It’s true. I did like Lexi and if I had stayed at West Side, it would have developed to something more, but I didn’t stay. 
 
    “Liked?” Lexi says. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “Past tense. I have a boyfriend now that means everything to me.” 
 
    “Is he here?” Lexi raises an eyebrow and I nod. “He’s an idiot to leave you alone then. He does realize that his girlfriend is from West Side and that all the guys here know you?” He looks me over again. “And that you’re wearing that.” I roll my eyes. “I personally don’t mind.” Lexi smiles sheepishly. “But he might.”  
 
    “I should go find him,” I say, turning away from Lexi, but he grabs my arm at the elbow. 
 
    “Is this what you want, Arya?” Lexi asks, looking me in the eyes. “I know you have feelings for me. Present tense. Those types of feelings don’t just go away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lexi…” I start. 
 
    "What's going on here?" I hear a voice say and turn to see James. Obviously he was looking for me when he saw that Diana, Eleanor, and Sarah were already here. 
 
    Lexi let's go of me and stares at James, sizing him up. Lexi is taller than James, and both of them are fit and strong from the sports they play, though James is leaner. Soccer body versus hockey body. "I'm guessing this is him?" Lexi says to me while looking at James. 
 
    "Lexi, don't," I say as a warning. 
 
    “Word of advice,” Lexi says to James, “all the guys here know your girlfriend and would love the chance to get her drunk and try to get lucky, so I wouldn’t leave her alone. She’s the biggest prize. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a bet going around already.” 
 
    “Is that what you were doing?” James says angrily. “Trying to win a stupid bet?” 
 
    Lexi laughs. “That’s funny, but no. I’m just warning you. West Siders like to gamble with high stakes. They have plenty of money to burn. Not something you would understand.”   
 
    “Oh, fuck off,” James says. 
 
    “Lexi,” I say to him, “you need to back off.” 
 
    "Arya may go to your school now, but you know that she's still a West Sider," Lexi says, completely ignoring me. “Good luck keeping up.” 
 
    “I think you should go,” James says. “And if West Side was so great, she wouldn’t have left.” 
 
    “Worked out well for you,” Lexi says. “Your friends must be impressed that you were able to snag a rich girl so out of your league it isn’t even funny.” 
 
    “Lexi, is it?” James asks and Lexi nods. “Good. I wanted to address you by name this time to tell you to ‘fuck off, Lexi’.” 
 
    Lexi smiles. “I like this one, Arya,” he says to me and then walks away, leaving me and James. 
 
    “Who’s that guy, Arya?” James comes up to me when he’s gone. 
 
    “No one,” I say, and James gives me a look. “James, really, don’t worry about him.” 
 
    “I just want to know what I’m up against,” James says. “I thought you said you’ve never had a boyfriend.” 
 
    “We just kissed. Once,” I say. Okay, it was more of making out than a kiss, but I’m not going to tell James that. No need to get him worked up over Lexi. 
 
    “Just one kiss?” James asks and I nod at him. Then he whistles. “Geez, Arya, I didn’t realize how promiscuous you were.” I smile and then hit his stomach with the back of my hand, coming up very close to him ‘til there’s no space between us. 
 
    “I already told you there is no comparison to our kiss,” I say to James. 
 
    “Did you?” James smiles. “I think I might need a reminder.” 
 
    I smile at him, putting a hand to his cheek to give him an intense and deep kiss. He wraps his arms around me to pull me in close and I know this is exactly where I’m supposed to be. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 – Bet On It 
 
    “I'm not gonna stop, that's who I am / I'll give it all I got, that is my plan / When I find what I lost / You know you can / Bet on it, bet on it” – Bet On It, Zac Efron 
 
    No POV 
 
    “So the ice princess has a boyfriend,” Noah says to his friend and teammate, Lexi. 
 
    “Don’t call her that,” Lexi says, taking a sip of his drink. 
 
    “Jealous?” Noah smiles at his friend. 
 
    “No,” Lexi says, staring at Arya and her newfound boyfriend. “I highly doubt he’ll be able to keep her for long.”  
 
    “There’s a bet going around,” Noah says. “Whoever can get the ice princess home wins.” 
 
    “I hope being conscious is a requirement?” Lexi says and Noah rolls his eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” Noah says, “we’re not animals.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past the East Siders,” Lexi says. “Most of them can’t even afford to bet on her anyway. How much is it now?” 
 
    “$850, last I heard,” Noah says.   
 
    Lexi would never make a bet on Arya, but he knew something like that was going to happen when the guys found out she was here. If things had gone his way, he and Arya would be off somewhere to repeat what they had done in that drama room closet months ago, and all bets would be off. He’d make sure of it. But now he just looks at Arya and her East Side boyfriend. Smiling at each other, talking to each other, his hands on her. What does she see in him? What can he offer that Lexi can’t? If this guy is going to date a West Side girl, then he needs to learn what it’s like to deal with the West Side crowd. “Let’s see if this East Sider can protect his girlfriend like he should,” Lexi says. 
 
    “Are you going to warn him?” Noah asks. 
 
    Lexi smiles. “I already did.” 
 
    Arya 
 
    “You look beautiful tonight, Arya,” James says as we stand in the kitchen with Malcolm and Richard that are pouring drinks. 
 
    “You clean up pretty well yourself,” I say. 
 
    “You in, Arya?” Richard asks, and I look to see they have a line of three shot glasses on the table. 
 
    “Sure!” I say. 
 
    "You don't have to," James says to me quietly. He doesn't want me to feel pressured by his friends. 
 
    “I know I don’t,” I whisper back and then grab one of the shot glasses from the table. 
 
    We clink them together and shoot them back.  
 
    “Oh, gosh.” I put the glass back on the table. “That tastes terrible!” 
 
    “Round 2?” Malcolm smiles. 
 
    “Not of that,” I say. 
 
    “I’ll pour something else,” Malcolm says, going to grab a different drink. 
 
    “Just be careful, Arya,” James says to me. 
 
    “You think we are going to get her drunk?” Malcolm calls. 
 
    “She’s half your weight, Malcolm,” James says. “You’ll do it without even trying.” 
 
    “I promise we’ll be good,” Malcolm says, pouring a second round of shots. 
 
    I do the second round with them. 
 
    “Better?” Richard asks. 
 
    “Worse.” I cough, feeling the burning in my stomach. I rarely drink, so James is right to warn me to be careful. This is the cut off for me. 
 
    “Third times the charm!” Malcolm says. 
 
    “No, I’m good,” I say. 
 
    “Come on, Arya,” Malcolm says. “I know you can handle…” 
 
    “No,” James says sternly. 
 
    “Fine,” Malcolm says. “More for us.” They start inviting other guys over and suddenly it’s a line of seven shot glasses on the kitchen table. All East Siders. 
 
    “Come on, James!” one of the guys calls. 
 
    “Driving,” James says, and then grabs me to hold me close. 
 
    “Then your girlfriend!” another guy calls. 
 
    “Come on, Arya!” the first one calls. “Prove to us that you are more than just a West Side princess.” 
 
    “Screw off,” James calls at them. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Richard says. “She’s already had two. One more shot in that tiny body and we’ll have a drunk West Side princess.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind seeing that,” a guy says. 
 
    “Let’s go,” James says, pulling me away from all the guys. 
 
    “Bedrooms are the other way, James!” 
 
    He throws up a certain finger at the guys and I can hear them laugh behind us. 
 
    “They want you to get lucky with me,” I say when James pulls me to him as he leans against a wall, grabbing my hips. 
 
    “I’m already lucky,” James says. 
 
    I smile at him. I put my hands on his shoulders, stand on my toes, and I almost come up to his height. “You know, I think if I wore really high heels, I’d be taller than you.” 
 
    James laughs. “A little drunk there?” 
 
    I pinch my fingers together. "A very little," I say, which is true. "Nothing to concern yourself with." And then I kiss him because that's what I really wanted to do.  
 
    “You taste like alcohol,” James says. 
 
    “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “Not when it’s you I’m kissing,” James says. I look at him. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “You’re perfect,” I say. 
 
    “Far from it,” James says. 
 
    “Perfect for me then,” I say. James smiles. “An East/West couple. I don’t know the last time that’s happened.” 
 
    “We are not an East/West couple, Arya,” James says. “You are an East Sider, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the only one that thinks that.” 
 
    “Because they don’t know you like I do,” James says. “Everything on the outside about you screams West Side, but on the inside, I know you don’t belong with these West Siders. You like being at East Side. You like the people at East Side. You are your true self at East Side.” 
 
    “And with you,” I say. 
 
    “And with me.” James smiles and then kisses me. 
 
    “Come on,” I say and start to pull him away from the wall. “We don’t want to be that couple that comes to a party and just makes out the entire time.” 
 
    “I don’t mind being that type of couple.” James pulls me back to him. 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “Fine,” James says. 
 
    We rejoin the party scene with a lot of teenagers that have drunk way too much already. We chat with our friends and mingle with people we don’t talk to a lot. We aren’t on each other’s hip the entire time, we spread out and talk with different groups, knowing that no matter what, we would be back together by the end of the night. 
 
    But I should have known something was going to happen tonight. I should have known the West Siders would do something to me. West Side wants to have everything, so seeing me at East Side is a blow to them. I should have warned James. I should have warned him what these West Side guys are like. That they think they are entitled to everything. Even girls. 
 
    James 
 
    The past hour and a half, any time I look over at Arya, I see some West Side guy talking to her, obviously flirting with her. I try to keep close to her, but any time I let her out of my sight, even for a minute, I find another West Side guy talking to her. Even when I’m with her they come up to her, trying a shot at her. It’s not until I tell them to ‘fuck off’ and that ‘I’m her boyfriend’ do they leave. But now, not even that isn’t working anymore. I thought Lexi was making some sick joke when he said there would be a bet on Arya, but now I’m not so sure. Was he right? Would the West Siders actually do this kind of thing? Who am I kidding, of course they would. They’ve probably pooled together huge sums of money to make a game out of this. ‘She’s the biggest prize’ Lexi had said. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “Double or nothing,” Lexi says with a grin to all the West Side guys around him. 
 
    “Really, Lexi?” one of the guys asks. 
 
    “You guys scared of an East Sider?” Lexi taunts. “You’re more than welcome to bow out of the race and take your money back if you want. But double your bet if you still want to try and take her home, there’s just a pathetic East Side boyfriend in the way.” The guys wanted their money back when they found out Arya has a boyfriend, but Lexi wants to have a little more fun. 
 
    Lexi knows Arya, he knows she would never go home with any of these guys. It’s the only reason he’s comfortable with doubling the bet. This bet isn’t about who’s going to take her home, because she won’t go home with any of them. This is about testing her East Side boyfriend, seeing if he can handle a West Side girlfriend well out of his league.  
 
    Half of them take their money back and the other half double their wager. 
 
    “If I find out that any of you put something in her drink,” Lexi warns, “I will personally beat you myself.” Lexi won’t let any guy harm the girl he cares about, but he will make sure the guy who’s taken her from him sweats a bit. 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Someone’s popular,” Diana says, as I drop myself on the outdoor couch beside her. Teddy and Lincoln are out here too, lounging on the furniture with drinks in their hands. 
 
    “It’s a bet,” I say, knowing when the third guy approached me that this wasn’t just a coincidence. 
 
    “On taking you home?” Lincoln asks. 
 
    “Something like that,” I say. I take a blanket and throw it over me, hiding underneath it and keeping warm. 
 
    “And you’re hiding out here now?” Lincoln asks smiling. 
 
    “Trying to,” I say. I’m also getting away from James for a bit. He’s being very overprotective, which is understandable given the situation, but I have to end this, and he won’t like how. I need to find Lexi. 
 
    “Where’s James?” Teddy asks. 
 
    “Inside,” I say. “He’s coming out soon, I told him I’d be with you guys. It was the only way he’d let me out of his sight.” And then I see James coming out the door to the patio, looking around. “Lincoln!” I say, standing up and throwing the blanket off. “Please come with me!” I reach a hand to him. 
 
    “What is it, Arya?” Lincoln asks, just looking at my hand. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I say. “Just please.” 
 
    Lincoln gets up obediently and I loop my arm in his to go in the opposite direction of James, in through another set of doors, back into the house. 
 
    James 
 
    “Where’s she going?" I ask Diana and Teddy, seeing Arya leave on Lincoln's arm. 
 
    "Just inside," Diana says. "Why don't you take a seat, James. You look tired." 
 
    I flop down into a chair because I am tired. I am tired of all these West Side guys hitting on my girlfriend like it’s some sort of game. “She told you they’re betting on her?” I ask. Arya wouldn’t admit it to me, but I know she knows. 
 
    “Relax, James,” Diana says. “Arya is pretty good at taking care of herself if you haven’t already noticed. Just let her handle these West Side guys for a bit.” 
 
    Because she’s a West Sider and I’m not, is what Diana is really saying. Because Arya can handle these guys because she is one of them. But I can’t handle them because they just see me as an East Sider, an insignificant obstacle to get to her. ‘You can take the girl out of West Side, but you can’t take West Side out of the girl,’ Samson had once said. 
 
    Arya 
 
    "Thanks, Lincoln," I say when we get into the dining hall with a giant chandelier over us. It looks very out of place in comparison to the beer pong game going on underneath with way too many people in one room. 
 
    It's an East Side vs. West Side match up, with George, Richard, and Malcolm on the East Side team. 
 
    “George,” I say, putting a hand to his arm to get him to look at me. 
 
    “Arya!” George yells and then hugs me, clearly having had a lot to drink. 
 
    “George,” I say, pulling away and seeing his happy face smiling at me. “Where’s Lexi?” 
 
    George scrunches his face, clearly thinking about it as best as a drunk person can, and then he asks. "How do you know Lexi?" 
 
    “He’s a friend,” I say. “Now do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Last I saw he was near the front of the house,” George says, pointing, surprisingly, in the right direction. 
 
    “Thank you, George,” I say, patting his arm. I try to leave him, but he grabs my arm before I can get away. “George?” 
 
    “He’s not just a friend, is he?” George says to me. 
 
    I look at George. Him and Lexi are on the same hockey team. I think back to when George acted weird when he found out I was going on a date with James. Was that it? Did Lexi find out I was friends with George? Did they talk about me? 
 
    “He is just a friend,” I say. “I just need to talk to him.” 
 
    “Okay, Arya,” George says as he lets go of me. “Let me know if you need help or anything. I’m right here.” He knows. George knows that Lexi would flip when he found out I was involved with James. Too late, George. He already knows. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “I’ll be fine.” And then I leave him to go to the other drunk beer pong players. 
 
    Then I see Lincoln and Malcolm exchanging words and remember their last encounter at a party. “Lincoln,” I say, putting a hand on his arm, as I come up to them. But when I do, I see they are laughing with each other. 
 
    Malcolm looks down at me, seeing my confused face. "Don't worry, Arya," Malcolm says. "I'm not going to punch him at this party." 
 
    "Glad to hear it," I say. "Although I am curious how Lincoln can forgive you." 
 
    Lincoln shrugs. “Not as terrible a guy as I thought. I guess I’m not always right when reading people.” 
 
    “Did the Lincoln Abraham just admit that he wasn’t right?” I ask smiling. 
 
    “Should have videotaped it,” Malcolm says. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    I'm about to drag Lincoln along with me again, a bit of protection against the guys, but then I see the top of Lexi's head in the next room, which looks like another lounging room, and figure I can make it there on my own. "I'll catch up with you guys in a bit," I say and head over to the next room to find the guy I know that will put a stop to this. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 26 – Everything But Mine 
 
    “Oh, you're the calm when my world is crashing / My heart, my blood, my passion / Why, tell me why / You're everything but mine” – Everything But Mine, Backstreet Boys 
 
    Arya 
 
    He's talking with two of his friends when I approach him, hockey guys as well. He smiles when he sees me, says something to his friends, and then comes up to me as they walk away. "Enjoying yourself?" Lexi asks smiling, taking a sip of his drink. 
 
    “You have to stop this,” I say. 
 
    “Stop what?” Lexi asks, pretending to know nothing. 
 
    “You know what,” I say. “This must be really fun for you guys. How much is the grand prize, Lexi? Tell me.” 
 
    Lexi laughs. “Doesn’t matter, does it? You won’t go home with any of them anyway. I know you. Boyfriend or not.” I cross my arms at him. “Don’t give me that look, Arya. Your boyfriend just needed to learn what it’s like to date a West Side girl.” Lexi comes right up to my face. “If he wants to date you, he better get used to dealing with the West Side crowd.” Lexi knows that while he could easily have forced the West Siders to call off the bet, James wouldn’t be able to. James is just an East Sider in their eyes, someone unimportant. 
 
    “So this is about James,” I say. “You are trying to aggravate him.”  
 
    “Is it working?” Lexi smiles and my frown just confirms his answer. “Come on, Arya. It’s just a bit of fun, there’s no harm in that.” 
 
    “Fun for you guys!” I yell at him. “I constantly have guys flirting with me, grabbing onto me, giving me drinks. And now they are doing it in front of my boyfriend!” 
 
    The smile vanishes from Lexi’s face. Did he not realize what he was doing? That he was giving permission for all these guys to pull out all the stops to try and get with me. “You didn’t take any drinks from them?” Lexi asks seriously. 
 
    “Of course not,” I say. 
 
    "They touched you?" Lexi says, looking over me as if he could tell by just looking at me. 
 
    "Nothing more than my shoulders and waist," I say to assure him, even though it's not true because I sense that Lexi is getting upset. I guess he thought the guys would just flirt and talk with me. He didn't think that they would feel me up as well. He was too focused on annoying James. 
 
    “I’ll end it,” Lexi says seriously. “I’ll make them call it off. I’m sorry, Arya. I never meant anything to happen to you, I just…” 
 
    “Wanted to piss off my boyfriend.” I raise an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Why him, Arya?” Lexi asks. “There is no way you are better suited to him over me.” 
 
    “This isn’t about money, Lexi,” I say. 
 
    “I know it’s not!” Lexi yells in my face. “But you know we are the same, Arya. Our families, our lifestyles, our religion. What would your dad say if he knew that you were putting me aside to date that East Sider?” I glare at him because we both know the answer to that question. “We are more than just a ‘nice looking’ couple, Arya. We can talk about anything, we get each other. Your boyfriend can’t understand you like I do, he never will. He’s not from our world. You know I’m right, Arya.” 
 
    “I know he’s not from our world,” I say. “I know a relationship with him is more difficult, but he’s the one I want to be with, even if it’s not what everyone else wants.” Lexi likes the perfect girl I always tried to be when I was at West Side. James likes the real me. 
 
    “I was your first kiss, Arya. I was the first guy you let in.” I look away from him and then he steps closer to me and I look back at him. “I was the first guy you let touch you like that. If my memory serves me correctly, you didn’t want me to stop. You grabbed my shirt…” Lexi says. 
 
    “Stop!” I say to him, and he smiles.  
 
    “I didn’t want to stop either. Never felt that way with a girl.” He takes a breath. “Are you really going to tell me that it meant nothing to you?”  
 
    “It didn’t mean nothing to me,” I say. I’m going to go with honesty, because maybe then Lexi will finally understand. “At the time, it meant everything to me, Lexi. And yes, if I had stayed at West Side, it would be you and I together. But I went to East Side and I’m with James now and he means everything to me.” 
 
    Lexi stares at me, piecing everything together. He downs the rest of his drink quickly, crunching the red plastic cup easily in his hands, trying to get his anger out. He drops the plastic mess to the ground. He’s angry and upset because I have confirmed that if it wasn't for East Side, if I hadn't transferred, he and I would be together. He's missing out on the girl he wanted. He's missing out on secret make-out sessions and a girlfriend that could match him in status and athletics. All because I left West Side. "Why'd you leave, Arya?" Lexi asks sternly. 
 
    “I told you,” I say. “I needed a change.” 
 
    “A change from what?” Lexi says, coming right up to my face. “You left for a reason, Arya. And I want to know what it is. Now.” 
 
    “Lexi,” I say calmly, “you need to cool it.” 
 
    Lexi laughs. "Tell me, Arya. Why? Why'd you leave? What's the reason that I don't get to have you? What's the reason that some East Sider gets to kiss you instead of me?" I just stare at Lexi, not knowing what to say. I can't tell him the truth. "Did you leave because of someone? Tell me, Arya, I know not all the guys at West Side are good guys. I know there are some jerks at our school." 
 
    “Yet you sick them on me in your stupid game,” I say. “I shouldn’t be surprised though. This is what rich guys do for fun.” 
 
    “I didn’t organize it,” Lexi says. 
 
    “You didn’t stop it either,” I say. “And we both know who is top of the food chain at West Side.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Arya,” Lexi says. “You know I am. You know I hate the thought of some other guy touching you. Especially that East Sider.” 
 
    “His name is James,” I say. 
 
    “I really don’t care, Arya,” Lexi says. “I care about you. I want to know why you left. It was some guy at our school, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “No, Lexi,” I say. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Lexi says, coming up close to me. He puts a hand to my neck to force me to look up at him. “Tell me who it was. Did he hurt you? There’s no guy I’m afraid to take on, especially for you.” 
 
    “There’s no guy, Lexi,” I say. “I left on my own choice.” 
 
    “I hate you lying to me,” Lexi says to me. I hate me lying to you too, Lexi, but I don’t have another choice. The truth can’t come out. 
 
    “Lexi!” one of his hockey friends calls to him, coming up to us. “Lexi, you have to come outside now!” 
 
    “Why?” Lexi says, not taking his eyes off me, or his hand. 
 
    “One of our guys is in a fight with a guy from East Side,” his friend says. “You have to stop it. Only you can.” 
 
    "I think they can handle a little fistfight on their own," Lexi says, turning to his friend, but then we hear a giant crash from outside. 
 
    “Lexi, come on!” his friend says, and his gaze falls on me. “I’m sure Arya won’t mind.” He smiles at me. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Lexi says to him, and then there’s another crash from outside and lots of cheering. “Fuck this,” Lexi says under his breath. “This isn’t over, Arya,” he says to me. “You’re going to tell me who that guy is. Because I know there is one.” 
 
    And then he leaves with his friend to go outside to the fight. And now it’s time for me to get out of here. 
 
    I weave through the crowds of people. There’s a lot of people outside to watch the fight. I look through the sea of faces to try and find a familiar one. 
 
    “Diana! Sarah!” I call out when I see them. I rush over to them. They’re at the back with no view of the fight. “What happened?” 
 
    “Dudes are fighting over some girl,” Diana says. “Classic.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    "Francis from our grade and then some West Side guy," Sarah says. "Francis was hitting on his girl and he's not too happy about it." 
 
    “Why are guys such idiots?” I say, looking around me. 
 
    “Girls just mature faster,” Diana says. “Guys are always behind us. It’s science.” 
 
    "Thank you for the lesson," I say, and then I see him in the crowd. The one guy that knows why I left West Side. Shaggy chestnut brown hair, blue eyes, taller than everyone. He is one guy I never want to see again. He's done so much damage, just his voice makes me angry. I can't let him see me. "Where's James?" I ask Diana and Sarah.  
 
    “He went looking for you,” Sarah says. “Last I saw, he was in the house.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “Where is everyone else?” 
 
    “Well,” Sarah says with a smile. “Eleanor and a hockey player seem to be enjoying themselves.” Sarah is looking over my shoulder and so I turn to follow her gaze. I see Eleanor making out with a guy beside the pool house, oblivious to the teenagers that have gathered to watch a fight in the backyard. 
 
    “Glad she is having a good time,” I say, turning back to them. 
 
    “Lincoln and Teddy were just here,” Sarah says. “I actually don’t know…” Out of nowhere, Lincoln and Teddy come up behind Diana and Sarah. Lincoln grabs Sarah and Teddy grabs Diana and they both throw the girls over their shoulders as they shriek, and I just laugh. 
 
    “We need more girls for our game,” Teddy says. 
 
    “Are you coming Arya?” Lincoln asks. 
 
    “No thanks.” I hold up my hands. “I’m going to find James,” I say. And try to get out of this place as fast as possible.  
 
    “Enjoy your time alone at home!” Diana calls as the guys take them away. Oh lord, being at home, alone with James, away from all these people sounds like paradise right now. 
 
    I rush towards the house to try and find my ticket home. 
 
    “Arya!” I hear when I walk inside, and I am so relieved to see James. He’s in the kitchen, between the fridge and the island. I run around the island to him, and just hug him on his side. “Good to see you too.” And then I just lean into him, seeing that he had been talking to Samson and Bobbi, who are now having their own conversation. “I looked for you.” 
 
    “I know,” I say,. “I was just…” 
 
    “Dealing with the West Side guys?” James says, looking down on me. I can tell he’s upset that it’s me that had to deal with them and not him. We’re from different worlds. He always thought I couldn’t handle his, but can he handle mine? 
 
    “Can we get out of here?” I say to him. 
 
    “No way!” Malcolm says, coming up to us. Judging by the number of people coming back inside, the fight must be over. “You have been on Arya’s hip for half the night. You are joining us for beer pong, you are our best shot!” 
 
    I want to tell James I have an empty house just waiting for us, but I don’t want to build his hopes up for something that’s not going to happen. James looks exhausted, fighting off too many guys, but that should be over now. I trust Lexi. 
 
    “I’m exhausted, dude,” James says, a tight grip on my waist to hold me close. 
 
    “You have yet to play,” Malcolm says. “And we would crush these West Siders if you did.” 
 
    James rolls his eyes. “Fine,” James says. “Give us a minute.” 
 
    Malcolm takes the hint and walks into the dining room where I know they are playing beer pong.  
 
    "See you guys," Samson says to us, taking Bobbi away who gives us a kind smile and wave, leaving James and me alone. 
 
    James turns to face me, putting me against the fridge, while he just looks at me, no outward distractions. He keeps his hands on my waist, touching the exposed skin. “I’m sorry, James,” I say.  
 
    “For what?” James says. “That the guys at your school are jerks?” 
 
    “They were doing it on purpose, James,” I say. “It was an attack on you.” Well, Lexi did it as an attack on you. The other guys were just having fun. 
 
    “Because I’m an East Sider,” James says, and I nod. “They don’t think I’m good enough for you.” 
 
    “Don’t say that James,” I say. “It doesn’t matter what they think anyway.” 
 
    “I know, Arya,” James says. “I only care what you think. And as long as you want me, that’s enough.” 
 
    "I do, James," I say, but out of the corner of my eye, past James' head, I see him. The West Side guy that knows why I'm no longer there, and he's walking this way. I grab James' face and kiss him hard and deeply to try and hide my face from this guy. James is surprised but doesn't seem to mind, responding to the intense kiss with his own intensity, pulling me even closer to him. We keep going, and I forget that this kiss had a purpose. I break free from it, looking at James and then around him and see the guy is gone. 
 
    “That was nice,” James says, holding me close to him. 
 
    I see the kindness in James’ eyes, a guy that would never hurt me or pressure me into anything. A guy that is just happy to be with me. “James,” I say, resting my hands on his arms. “My parents are out of town and my sister is at a sleepover tonight.” 
 
    I look at him, wondering what his reaction will be. “So you’re telling me that while I’ve been fighting off all these West Side guys that you have had an empty house all along?!” James says to me in mock anger, squeezing me tighter, but then he smiles. 
 
    I laugh at him. “I’m sorry, James.” 
 
    “Fox!” I hear Malcolm’s voice from the other room. “Get in here!” 
 
    “I better go,” James says, and then the thought of an empty house fills his mind. “But I will be fast.” He kisses me on the forehead. “You’ll be alright if I leave you?” 
 
    “Yes, James! Now go!” I slap him on the side to get him to leave. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s him,” Maya, my West Side friend, comes up to me when James leaves me. I raise an eyebrow at her. “Sorry, I was talking with some people and saw you. He’s gorgeous.”  
 
    “I know.” I smile. And he’s all mine.  
 
    "Come talk with us, Arya," Maya says. "We've barely spoken a word since you got here. We want to hear about your new life." 
 
    I follow Maya to go find Zora and Lucy, so we can finally have a proper conversation about what has happened for the past three months since we’ve been apart. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 27 – That’s My Girl 
 
    “All these other guys, I know they wish they could / It's an everyday thing and what can I say / With a girl as bad as mine, I'd probably do the same / Cause that's my girl, that's my girl” – That’s My Girl, JLS 
 
    No POV 
 
    "Where is she?" Lexi says to the guys around him. He left Arya to break up a stupid fight over a girl and now he's surrounded by people, but the girl he wants to see isn't here. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t in on the bet?” the holder of the cash says. 
 
    “Bet’s off,” Lexi says annoyed, “tell the guys and give them their money back.” 
 
    “But Lexi…” 
 
    "Bet's off!!" Lexi yells angrily and all the guys around him are quiet, not wanting to anger the beast. He starts walking and they make a path for him as he goes on his manhunt. Or girl hunt it should be called. 
 
    “He’s pissed.” 
 
    “You think? Did you know he had feelings for her?” 
 
    “I had no bloody clue they were even anything. I guess the hockey captain is good at keeping secrets.” 
 
    James 
 
    “Best three out of five!” the West Sider calls from the other end of the table. 
 
    “No way,” I say, “We beat you twice already.” 
 
    “Scared you can’t do it again?” he taunts me. 
 
    “Best three out of five!” Malcolm calls over my shoulder. Great. 
 
    “Fine,” I say, as we start lining up for the new game. 
 
    “It’s convenient that James never drinks,” one of the West Siders says. 
 
    “I’m driving, asshole,” I say back. I’m done being polite to these West Siders. 
 
    “He’s too sober to be playing!” another West Sider calls out. 
 
    Fuck these guys. “Don’t want me to play? Fine,” I say and start leaving, but Malcolm stops me. 
 
    “He’ll shoot with his left hand,” Malcolm says, knowing I’m just as good with either. “Does that appease you guys?” 
 
    They nod in agreement, thinking that they finally have us. 
 
    “I can’t believe I let you drag me into this,” I say to Malcolm. 
 
    “Oh shut up,” Malcolm says. “I know you love this. Crushing West Side? You can make out with your girlfriend later.” I roll my eyes at him, but when I turn, I see Lexi. The guy Arya was with at the beginning of the party. He warned me of a bet, but I know he was a part of it. There’s no way there would be a bet going around if it was him with Arya instead of me. He’s looking around, searching for someone, and I know exactly who he is trying to find. When his eyes land on me, he comes right up to me with no hesitation. 
 
    “Where is she?” Lexi says. 
 
    “Who?” I ask. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Lexi says. “You know who.” 
 
    “MY girlfriend?” I ask. “The one you made the center of your betting game?” 
 
    Lexi rolls his eyes. “I didn’t start the bet. But I did warn you about it though.” 
 
    “How kind of you,” I say back. 
 
    “And I was the one who stopped it,” Lexi says. “What did you do?” 
 
    “You knew I couldn’t stop those West Side guys,” I say. 
 
    “Maybe take it as a sign that you shouldn’t be with her,” Lexi says. “This is her world, James. She needs someone that can protect her.” 
 
    “And you think that’s you?” I ask. 
 
    “Do you know Arya came to me to stop the bet?” Lexi says. “She left you to find me because she knew that I was the one guy who could help her.” That’s where she went with Lincoln, trying to get away from me. 
 
    How much history do Lexi and Arya really have? She said they only kissed, but it seems like more than that to me. There’s no way Lexi would go to all this trouble for someone he didn’t really care about. “If you’re so great at protecting her, then why did she leave West Side?” I ask, and the change in his face tells me I’ve hit a soft spot, finally. “What Lexi? I thought you said she needed a guy that can protect her. Could the West Side hotshot hockey captain not protect the girl he cared about? Too busy with your stick and puck?” 
 
    "Tell me where she is," Lexi says angrily. I can tell he's pissed at me now. Good. The feeling's mutual. 
 
    "You're kidding, right? You must think I'm an idiot," I say. 
 
    “James!” Malcolm calls. “It’s your shot!” 
 
    “One second,” I say. 
 
    “He forfeits his turn if he doesn’t shoot now,” I hear one of the West Siders say. 
 
    “Come on, James!” Malcolm calls. 
 
    Lexi smiles at me. "I do think you're an idiot. But not for the reason you're thinking." You think I'm an idiot for letting her out of my sight. "I'll find her myself," Lexi says because he knows that I don't know where she is right now. 
 
    Arms grab me from behind and force me to the beer pong table. “Come on, Fox!” the West Siders call out. “Let’s see your left shot.” 
 
    I see Lexi out of the corner of my eye, heading to the kitchen, the last place I left Arya. 
 
    “I can’t,” I say, leaving behind the guys at the beer pong table. 
 
    “James!” I hear Malcolm call out, but I ignore it. Arya is more important than some stupid game. “James!” Malcolm grabs my arm, forcing me to face him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “That guy is what’s wrong,” I say. “Now let me go find him.” 
 
    “Is this about Arya?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “Of course it is,” I say. 
 
    “Is this how it’s going to be now?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask. 
 
    “Competing with the West Side guys?” Malcolm says. “She’s a West Side girl, you knew this when you asked her out. Samson even warned you. Did you think these guys were going to just lie down and let you have her so easily? You've been fighting off these guys all night. Just take a break. Arya can handle herself." She can handle the West Side guys is what he's really saying. She doesn't need her East Side boyfriend to but in. 
 
    "This is different," I say. Lexi is the worst of them. Because he has real feelings for her. Because he wants to get rid of me. She only kissed him, I tell myself, but even I don't believe that anymore. "I have to find her." Malcolm gives me a look, thinking I'm ridiculous. 
 
    “Fine,” Malcolm concedes. “Go after her. But James, have you ever considered that maybe she belongs with these people? This is where she’s from. This is her life.” I glare at Malcolm. Of course the thought has crossed my mind. The thought that I’m dating a girl from a completely different world. I yelled at her once that she can’t understand my world. I told her to not involve herself with my work life. Does she want me not to involve myself in her world with these rich guys? That she can handle them better than I can? 
 
    If it was anyone but Lexi, I might consider just leaving her to tell off the West Side guys like I know she can. But Lexi is different. Arya left me to go to him, knowing that he would be the one to stop the bet. She knew he would do it for her. And he knew she would come to him. “I’m sorry, Malcolm,” I say and then I leave him to go into the kitchen, but she’s not where I left her. I don’t see her or Lexi anywhere. Where has she gone? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 – Don’t Talk About Love 
 
    “The more you talk about love / Is the more I think about her / She took a break, went away / I wanna go back to the way things were / Said the more I think about love / So please stop holding hands / All I'm holding is a picture of us / And a picture of what could have been” – Don’t Talk About Love, JLS 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Our trip to New York is in two weeks, Arya!” Lucy says with the four of us sitting on two couches. “It won’t be the same without you.” 
 
    "I'm sure you guys will have a great time," I say. West Side organizes a trip to a U.S. city every two years. The last one was Boston, which I loved. I'm disappointed to miss out on New York, but then I think that it's selfish of me considering kids at East Side never get this opportunity. And it's because they don't have rich parents like we do. It's not fair. You can't choose the life you're born into. "You'll have to send me pictures." 
 
    “You should just come,” Maya says. “Take time off school and join us. I’m sure they’d be okay with that.” 
 
    They most definitely will not be. East Side won’t care, but West Side definitely will. I don’t want anything to do with that school. Just this party is bad enough. I feel a hand on my shoulder and tilt my head to look up to the person it belongs to, but it’s not the guy I was hoping to see. 
 
    “Found you,” Lexi says. I see the glazed eyes of my friends seeing the hockey captain putting a hand on me. I never told anyone about Lexi. I liked enjoying him to myself. “We need to talk, Arya.” 
 
    “I have nothing more to say to you,” I say, facing forward. I know my girlfriends think I’m crazy right now to give probably the best looking guy at our school the cold shoulder. 
 
    "I'm trying to help you, Arya," Lexi says, and I hear him kneel behind the couch, leaning over to whisper in my ear so no one else can hear. "I know someone hurt you, Arya. I can see it in your eyes. Just let me help." I turn to look at Lexi, his elbows on the back of the couch, looking at me. I know Lexi just wants to protect me. He just wants to help, and he thinks he's the one guy who can. There's no guy that Lexi is afraid to take on, I know. I can tell a part of him is angry that anything happened in the first place and he didn't know. I want to tell him the truth, but I can't, so how can I make him understand?  
 
    I grab his hand and he stands up with me, following behind me as I lead him around the couch, away from the drunk teenagers and my girlfriends. I apologize to them when I leave, but they don’t seem to need an explanation because what girl wouldn’t take any alone time with Lexi if they could? I lead him through an open wooden door with an empty old-fashioned home office inside. 
 
    “Don’t you dare close that door,” I say as I lean back on the mahogany desk, seeing Lexi’s hand on the door. I don’t need someone spreading a rumour about me and Lexi hiding behind a closed door.  
 
    Lexi smiles. “Don’t want to make your boyfriend jealous?” 
 
    “I think you’ve aggravated him enough tonight,” I say. 
 
    “Does he want to break up with his West Side girlfriend yet?” Lexi asks and I glare at him. “Then clearly not enough.” 
 
    “Please, just leave James alone,” I say. “Just because he’s an East Sider…” 
 
    “I want to protect you, Arya,” Lexi says. “And I’m the only guy I trust to do that. Now tell me why you left West Side.” 
 
    “Would you accept that it’s a secret?” I ask. 
 
    “I knew there was something,” Lexi says. “Tell me.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a good secret if I told you,” I say. 
 
    “This isn’t kindergarten, Arya,” Lexi says annoyed. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “But I can’t tell you, Lexi. You just have to trust me.” 
 
    “Are you safe?” Lexi asks seriously. I nod. As long as you don’t know anything, I’m safe. “Was it something or someone?” 
 
    “It’s not what you think Lexi,” I say. You can’t tell him, Arya. 
 
    “I bloody hope it’s not what I think,” Lexi says. “Because you aren’t telling me anything, so I’m forced to think the worst possible thing.”  
 
    “Lexi,” I say. “I promise that that’s not what happened.”   
 
    “Promise?” Lexi asks, staring into my eyes to make sure. Lexi got mad over some stupid West Siders touching me. I can’t imagine what he’d do to a guy that did something worse. 
 
    “I promise,” I say. 
 
    “It’s not always obvious,” Lexi says. “Pressuring you, guilting you, manipulating you, if he did any of those things…” 
 
    “Lexi, stop,” I say, putting a reassuring hand on his arm. I don’t want him to explain this to me. I know he is trying to help, but he’s not. “I know that. I promise that it didn’t happen.”    
 
    I can tell Lexi is relieved to know that his worse thought is proven wrong, but he’s still upset. He knows there’s something, he knows I’m keeping something from him, and he hates it. I think he’s also mad at himself for not noticing something before. For not realizing something was wrong when I was at West Side. But he can’t know the truth. He won’t be able to stand back if he ever found out. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me what really happened,” Lexi says.  
 
    I shake my head. “Just trust me when I say I’m safe,” I say. 
 
    Lexi steps in close to me and puts a hand to my neck so that we are looking straight at each other. “I can’t force you to tell me,” Lexi says, “but if you were my girl, I would.” He takes a breath. “So I hope you tell that East Side boyfriend of yours.” 
 
    “Lexi…” 
 
    “I will always protect you, Arya,” Lexi says. “You mean a lot to me and even though I hate it, if that James guy is who you want, I won’t interfere.” I see the sincerity in Lexi’s eyes, that he means every word he says. 
 
    I wrap my arms around Lexi to hug him, having to go on my toes to reach my arms around his neck. His strong arms wrap around me, holding me close to him. I know he smells my hair then and thinks about the girl he is letting go to another guy. He holds me tighter, and I just let him. After some time, we break apart, and I put my hands on his arms and he keeps his hands on my waist. 
 
    “You can always call me, Arya,” Lexi says. “Whatever it is.” 
 
    “I might be busy with soccer.” I smile at him and he just rolls his eyes. 
 
    “Seriously, Arya,” Lexi says. “You can count on me. And if you just give me a name, I’ll…” 
 
    “Lexi…” I warn. 
 
    "Fine," Lexi says. "But think about what I said. I don't think you should keep your boyfriend in the dark. If he's as good a guy as he should be, then he'll want to know so he can protect you." Lexi is asking me to give James the chance to protect me that I never gave him. 
 
    “Lexi, I’m sorry for leaving without saying goodbye,” I say. “I don’t think I knew how to.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I let you get away,” Lexi says. “If I could go back…” 
 
    "Please don't," I say, putting a hand to his chest. Because I don't want to think about what I would have changed if I could go back too. I look at the guy that for a brief period of time meant a lot to me and I know that if things had gone differently, it would be me and him together. And I would have been happy. Happy with Lexi as my boyfriend, happy with being a star athlete, happy at my prestigious school with my friends who are just like me. But somehow, despite all that, I'm happier at East Side. I'm happier at the 'not as privileged' school. I'm happier with my friends that are all so different, kind teachers. I'm happier at being more creative over just using money to solve everything. And most of all, I'm happier with James. "I should go find James," I say and let go of Lexi to turn away from him. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you,” Lexi says, “from him or it or whatever it is I should have protected you from.” 
 
    I go up to Lexi, put a hand to his cheek, and kiss the other, standing on my toes to reach him. "You did nothing wrong. I'm the one who is sorry." If I had told Lexi before things went south, before they became an unrepairable mess, would he have been able to fix it? No, no. Don't think like that. Don't think about changing the past because you can't. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 – Saturday Night’s Alright For Fighting 
 
    “Don't give us none of your aggravation / We had it with your discipline / Saturday night's alright for fighting / Get a little action in” – Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting, Elton John 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Where’s James?” I ask Malcolm as he’s the first East Side face I come across after leaving Lexi. 
 
    "He was looking for you," Malcolm says. "He left a while ago, I'm surprised he hasn't found you." Great. He was looking for me while I was with Lexi. "Where have you been?" Malcolm asks and I sense there's a hidden meaning. 
 
    “My friends,” I say. 
 
    “You don’t have to lie to me Arya,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “I’m not,” I say sternly. 
 
    “So that West Side guy is ‘just a friend’?” Malcolm asks, looking over my shoulder, and I look to see Lexi walking to the kitchen. 
 
    “He is,” I say, turning back to Malcolm. 
 
    “Didn’t seem like it to me,” Malcolm says. “Not by James’ reaction when he ditched us to follow him.” 
 
    Could this night get any worse? I just need to get James and take him out of here, away from everyone. "Do you know where he is Malcolm? Because if you do and you're just playing me, I will knee you where it hurts." 
 
    Malcolm laughs. “I promise you, Arya, I don’t know where he is. But I’ll help you find him.” 
 
    When I look around, trying to find James, the boy who knows why I left West Side comes into my vision. Apparently, this night could get worse. He’s talking with his friends and he’s walking in this direction. “Hide me,” I say to Malcolm and he looks at me confused. I hug him tightly and bury my face into his chest, facing away from the guy so he doesn’t see me. Malcolm puts his arms around me, unsure of why we are doing this. 
 
    “Avoiding someone?” Malcolm whispers in my ear.  
 
    “Are they gone?” I ask and Malcolm nods. I pull away from him to meet him face to face. 
 
    “What was that about?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “I just really hate that guy,” I say. Not a lie. “I didn’t want to confront him.” 
 
    “Another past secret boyfriend?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Oh, come one, Arya,” Malcolm says. “You really expect me to believe that nothing happened between you and the West Side hockey captain? I saw the way he looked at you, I saw the jealousy James felt of him and I also saw how you looked at him.” 
 
    “I’m not going to explain myself to you,” I say, annoyed with Malcolm. 
 
    “Just get yourself sorted before dragging James into your rich, prestigious world, Arya,” Malcolm says. “You have to be all in with him. You can’t be holding onto some past West Side boyfriend. You know James can’t compete with West Siders if you give them any chance. You know your West Side hockey captain would crush James.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I say. “It’s not a competition.” 
 
    "Seemed like a competition tonight," Malcolm says, and I glare at him. Does Malcolm think I enjoyed it? "Look, Arya, I'm just pointing out the obvious. You and James are from different worlds. If you really like him, then that's great. But if there's any doubt or if there's a West Side guy that you are better suited to, then you shouldn't string James along." On paper, Lexi and I are the better suited couple. In real life, there is no comparison to James. 
 
    “I have no doubts,” I say sternly to Malcolm. “Now, will you please help me find my boyfriend so I can take him home?” And I start walking through the house while Malcolm follows me. 
 
    “You’re taking him home?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    “Empty house,” I throw over my shoulder, scanning the sea of faces for James’, but I hear Malcolm stop behind me. 
 
    I see his raised eyebrows when I turn around to him. “So, you and James…” Malcolm starts. 
 
    “I am not discussing this with you,” I say, grabbing his arm to move him along. 
 
    "Shouldn't James get the stack of cash that your West Side admirers pooled together?" Malcolm jokes and I can tell he's smiling. 
 
    “You want to ask for it, be my guest,” I say. 
 
    “Arya!” I hear a voice call and I look to find the voice. “James is looking for you,” Diana says when she reaches us, navigating through the teenagers. 
 
    “I’m looking for him as well,” I say. 
 
    “Can’t believe you’re still here,” Diana says. “I thought you would have left a long time ago.” Diana smiles at me and then winks. 
 
    “Trust me,” I say. “I would have left long ago, except SOMEONE,” I look at Malcolm, “dragged my boyfriend to play beer pong with him.”  
 
    “Hey!” Malcolm puts his hands up. “James didn’t tell me. If I had known that…” 
 
    I put a hand up. “Don’t finish that sentence.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Arya,” Malcolm says. “Your secret is safe with me. I won’t let your West Side boytoy know that an East Sider is taking the girl he likes into an empty house.” 
 
    “West Side boytoy?” Diana says. “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    “He’s talking shit,” I say, angry that Malcolm is making something out of nothing. Diana then looks at Malcolm to see if she can get an answer from him. “Where’s James?” 
 
    “Outside, last I saw,” Diana says, and I leave them both, not caring what Malcolm says to her about Lexi. He doesn’t know anything. 
 
    When I walk outside, I immediately feel the chill on my exposed skin. I look around for James, hoping that he can just pop up. I feel a hand on my shoulder and pray that this time it is the person I want to see when I turn around. 
 
    “Ready to go home?” James asks. 
 
    “So ready,” I say with relief, attaching myself to his hip, as we walk around the house to his car and climb in, finally getting away from everyone.  
 
    No POV 
 
    “Your friends with Arya, aren’t you?” a tall guy with brown shaggy hair and blue eyes says to Diana while she’s talking with a group of people. Diana turns around to face this tall West Sider who’s approached her. He’s cute and fit, but something about him seems off to Diana. 
 
    “Yes,” Diana says, “and you are?” 
 
    “A friend,” he says, “of Arya’s. I was just wondering how she is, at East Side?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask her yourself if you’re a friend?” Diana throws back. 
 
    He smiles. “I don’t think she wants to talk to me. We had a…” he searches for the right word, “disagreement before she left West Side.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go and try to reconcile,” Diana says. 
 
    He laughs. “She’s been avoiding me all night. Amusingly I might add.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Diana says, losing her patience with this West Sider. 
 
    “I told you,” he says. “I just want to know how she is.” 
 
    “She’s great,” Diana says, crossing her arms. 
 
    He smiles again. “Good. Tell her I’m glad she’s enjoying East Side and her new boyfriend James. And that she looked beautiful tonight. I always think she looks best in green.” And then he walks away, leaving Diana wondering who that guy was. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You’ve just downed three shots in less than a minute,” a tall guy with brown shaggy hair and blue eyes says, coming up to Lexi, who is outside, sitting on a log, drinking alone. 
 
    "What do you want, Henri?" Lexi says annoyed before he pours another shot for himself. He's taken the bottle outside so he can finish it off himself. 
 
    “Just don’t want you to drink yourself to oblivion,” Henri says. “Especially not over a girl. I think the West Side hockey captain is better than that.” 
 
    “Just fuck off,” Lexi says, not caring what anyone thinks. 
 
    “You must’ve really liked her,” Henri says, sitting next to Lexi on the log. “Must suck seeing her with that East Sider.” 
 
    “Do you not understand the words ‘fuck off’?!” Lexi says, getting angrier, the alcohol heightening his emotions. 
 
    Henri is a popular athlete at West Side as well, his sports are just basketball and soccer instead. He is the son of the well known and rich Ciaran Young, owner of Young Construction. Lexi and Henri run in different circles with different friends, both of them at the top of the food chain at West Side, both competing for the top male athlete, which Lexi wins in both cases. No guy is a better athlete, and no one is higher than him on the food chain. Lexi sees Henri as beneath him, so Henri enjoys any time he gets to annoy West Side's superstar athlete.  
 
    “He’s a soccer player,” Henri says to taunt Lexi even more. “Just like her. I just saw them leaving together. How does it feel, Lexi, losing to a guy like that?” Henri sees Lexi’s grip tighten on the bottle in his hand and it just eggs Henri on. “What do you think he has over you? Mr. hotshot hockey star? Mr. son of a surgeon? Mr…” 
 
    "I swear to god," Lexi says, standing up, "I will crack this bottle over your fuckin' head if you don't shut up and leave me alone." 
 
    Henri gets up slowly from the log to face Lexi, unafraid of him. Henri stands just slightly taller than Lexi, but it doesn’t faze Lexi at all who is ready to punch this clown out. “I don’t blame you,” Henri says. “She’s a pretty girl. You thought you were the only one that would get with her, right?” Henri stares at Lexi, trying to push him over the edge. “He’s probably taking her to go screw her in the back of his car because that’s all he can afford.” Lexi’s eyes turn angry. “What, Lexi? Upset to find out your girl is a cheap whore.” 
 
    Lexi tosses the bottle to the ground and punches Henri in the jaw. A hard punch. A punch fueled by anger, alcohol, and a broken heart. "Anything else you want to say?" Lexi yells at him, ready to throw another punch if necessary. 
 
    “I think I’m good,” Henri says, rubbing his jaw. “Other than bravo on the bet tonight. Getting all those guys to touch her tits ‘n ass really made her boyfriend jealous.” 
 
    "Fuckin' asshole," Lexi says before tackling Henri to the grass. Lexi is on top of him, throwing one, two, three punches before the hockey guys come. 
 
    "Lexi!" Noah yells at him and then grabs him to pull him off of Henri. It takes two other strong hockey players to get Lexi off of Henri. "What are you doing?" 
 
    “Teaching this guy a lesson,” Lexi says, as Henri gets up from the ground to face him. 
 
    "Never seen this side of you, Lexi," Henri says calmly as if he hasn't just been thrown to the ground and punched repeatedly. Henri is just happy to get Lexi riled up. "You have a temper almost as bad as Arya's." And then Henri turns to walk away. 
 
    “What the fuck did you just say?” Lexi breaks free of his hockey guys’ grips and grabs Henri to turn him to face him again. 
 
    “What, Lexi?” Henri says. 
 
    “You know what,” Lexi says angrily. 
 
    “About your girl’s temper? Sorry, not your girl. James’ girl.” Henri smiles. “Just saying she has a fiery side to her, but you already know all about that, don’t you?” Henri winks at him. 
 
    “If you fuckin’ hurt her or…” 
 
    "Don't worry Lexi, she's a pretty girl, but a bit wild for my taste though," Henri says, cutting him off. "Which I'm sure you experienced when you took her to the drama room closet. Tell me, Lexi, is she as good on her knees as she is on the soccer field?" 
 
    “You mother-…” Lexi yells, going to tackle Henri again, but the hockey guys pull Lexi back before he can.  
 
    "Let's go, Lexi," they say pulling him away.  
 
    "I'm going to fuckin' kill him!" Lexi yells as they hold him back. They've attracted more people and finally, some of the basketball guys have come to Henri's aid. 
 
    “Get him the fuck out of here!” Noah yells at the basketball guys. 
 
    “No!” Lexi growls. “Just leave me alone with him for two minutes. It’s all I need.” 
 
    “Won’t bring her back, Lexi,” Henri taunts. “You let her go off with that guy.” 
 
    The basketball guys grab onto Henri, dragging him away from Lexi, who is being dragged in the other direction by the hockey guys. It only takes two guys to take Henri away who is happy to leave, satisfied that he got underneath Lexi’s skin for once, but it takes five guys to get Lexi out of there. They drag him to the other side of the yard, far from Henri. 
 
    “You need to chill, Lexi,” Noah says, coming right up to his face. Lexi is still fueled with anger and filled with alcohol. 
 
    “I’m going to kill that guy,” Lexi says, the hockey guys all standing around him, ready to stop him if he tries to go after Henri again. 
 
    “This is what he wants, Lexi,” Noah says. “He wants to get under your skin, he wants to get you angry. Don’t give him the satisfaction.” 
 
    Lexi breathes hard, angry at everything and everyone, but mostly, he’s angry that he lost Arya. He was consumed with hockey and she was at another school, so he just left her alone. She wasn’t as convenient a relationship anymore and he took her for granted. Never did he think that she would find someone else, especially not at that school. She never dates. He just assumed that he was the only one for her. He assumed that the second he put his hand on her waist, that she was his again.  
 
    But he was wrong. 
 
    Two Months Ago 
 
    “Peggy wouldn’t go out with you in a million years,” one of the West Side hockey guys, Oscar, calls out across the dressing room. “You aren’t her type.” 
 
    “And you are? Don’t think she’s forgotten that you dated her best friend,” another West Sider calls back. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “She’s actually been in a good mood lately. You might have a chance,” a third West Sider, Winston, says. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Oscar says. 
 
    “She’s happy that the hot soccer chick in Grade 11 is gone,” Winston says. 
 
    “Arya?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Oscar says as he gets up. “You East Siders have her now. Have any of you hooked up with her yet?” 
 
    “Please, she never gave any West Sider the time of day, there’s no way she would settle for one of these guys,” Winston says. 
 
    “Hey!” a bunch of the East Side players call out. 
 
    “Just speaking the truth. That girl only cares about school and soccer,” Winston says. 
 
    “And her looks,” Oscar says and then looks around the room. “Come on, you think she walks around school looking like that to not get attention?” 
 
    “Well George here is the only one of us that has spent any time with her since she transferred,” an East Sider says. 
 
    “Georgy!!” they start throwing towels at him, but Lexi just looks at him. 
 
    “We’re just friends,” George says, throwing the towels back. “Nothing more.” 
 
    “But you’d like to be more.” Oscar winks at him. 
 
    “No,” George says. 
 
    “Come on, George. We know she’s hot. All of us are waiting for the guy that finally fucks her,” Oscar says. 
 
    “Shut up!” Lexi yells loudly and all the players become quiet for the captain. Lexi puts on his helmet and gloves, and then grabs his stick and walks out of the changeroom. “You have two minutes to get out on the ice!” he yells over his shoulder. 
 
    George follows Lexi out on the ice, and they skate next to each other. “Don’t ask,” Lexi says. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” George says. “But she’s not involved with anyone in case you wanted to know. I think most of the guys at East Side are intimidated by her.” 
 
    Lexi laughs. Not surprising. A West Side girl at East Side. Especially Arya. 
 
    “What’s that smile about?” George asks. 
 
    “Nothing,” Lexi says and then skates off. She’ll never change. Lexi is the only one that has and will break through her exterior. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 – Tell Me Baby 
 
    “Tell me, baby, what's your story / Where you come from / And where you wanna go this time? / Tell me, lover, are you lonely? / The thing we need is / Never all that hard to find” – Tell Me Baby, Red Hot Chili Peppers 
 
    Arya 
 
    I guide James through the front door, happy for the silence, that the lights are out, and that it’s finally just us. I kick off my sandals and flick on the lights and James locks the door. 
 
    “Something to drink?” I ask.  
 
    “Water would be great,” James says. I walk into the kitchen and James follows, but he stops in the living room and flops onto the couch. I return to him with two glasses of water and he drinks the entire tall glass in one gulp before setting it on the table. 
 
    “Thirsty?” I ask. 
 
    James laughs. "Running after you all night tested my cardio. And it's not like people are offering me drinks all the time." James comes up close to me on the couch and puts a hand on my thigh, rubbing softly. I take a drink of my water before putting it on the table so I can give him all my attention. “You feeling alright, Arya? You didn’t drink any more than those two shots?” He’s trying to gauge if I’m even a little bit drunk and he just doesn’t notice it. 
 
    I shake my head. "Too busy refusing drinks," I say and James laughs, and then he pulls my knees on his lap. James brushes my hair over my shoulder, running his hand along my neck, my chest, my shoulder, anywhere there is exposed skin. He plays with my white spaghetti strap, running his finger underneath it until he touches the sweetheart neckline and then takes his hand away. 
 
    “Did I tell you that you look beautiful tonight?” James asks. 
 
    “Maybe a couple of times,” I say and then he puts his head to my neck, kissing me along my collarbone. He pulls the spaghetti strap over my shoulder so he can kiss all along my collarbone, undisturbed, but then puts it back as he comes up to kiss me on the lips. I run my hand through his hair, and he responds by running his hands over my shoulders and then down my back.  
 
    Moving over my hips to my thighs, he grabs hold of my thighs, lifting me on top of him to get me to straddle him. I grab onto my skirt, freeing it of any snags so it can just fall around me, feeling my bare inner thighs against his jeans. I kiss him hard, pushing myself up against him, hearing him groan. I put my hands to his chest and feel his fingers on my back slide underneath my crop top. He touches me all over and I do the same. I could stay like this forever with James.  
 
    I run my hands down his torso and put my hands underneath his shirt, feeling the skin of his flat stomach. 
 
    He tenses at my touch, pulling back from me, and I know it's because I have abnormally cold hands. I can't help it. There either cold or sweating, there's no in-between. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I smile, continuing to warm both sides of my cold hands on his warm skin. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he breathes. 
 
    I take my hands off him, so he doesn’t have to feel the chill of them anymore and just grab hold of his shirt instead. Grinding into him as I kiss along his jawline, slow kisses, all the way up to his ear. I put my lips to his earlobe, sucking on it and then bite it softly.  
 
    “Arya,” James says, grabbing me on my shoulders to pull me away to face him, which surprises me. Did I do something wrong? Why is he stopping me? I sit back, looking at him, and he reads the unspoken question on my face.  
 
    James 
 
    She thinks she did something wrong, which is the stupidest thing she could ever think. She did nothing wrong. She did everything perfectly. And that's the reason I have to stop her. I have to stop her because all I want to do is run my hands underneath that skirt, I want to put my hands under her tight tank top. I want to touch her everywhere. I just want her. But I don't want to do something she's not ready for. I don't want to automatically assume she's all in, just because she invited me to her empty house. She means everything to me and I'm not going to screw it up in one night, because we have all the time in the world to do this. "Arya, you don't realize how much I'm holding myself back from you now. You are everything to me." I take a breath and look into her soft eyes. "I only want to do what you are comfortable with." 
 
    Arya shimmies herself closer to me and I let out a groan in response. Her hair is falling over her shoulders in front of me and I just want to grab hold of it. “What are you comfortable with?” she asks. I didn’t expect that question. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    "You said you only wanted to do what I'm comfortable with, but I'm asking you what you're comfortable with," Arya says, pulling a piece of hair behind her ear, placing her hands on my chest. 
 
    “Most girls don’t ask a guy that question,” I say. 
 
    “They just assume that the guy is always the one who wants to go further or all the way?” Arya says, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Something like that.” I smile at her. 
 
    “So do you want to go all the way?” Arya asks. 
 
    “I want to go at your pace,” I say. 
 
    “Which you assume is slower than yours?” Arya asks, teasing me by playing with my belt buckle. 
 
    “Well considering I wanted to sleep with you at that abandoned house on our first date, yes, I do assume that!” I smile at her and she just laughs. 
 
    She wraps her arms around my neck and is sitting as close as possible to me, my hands on her waist. Her breasts are right up against my chest and her face is close. "I want to be with you, James," she says. "But I don't think I'm ready for that just yet." 
 
    “And that’s fine,” I say, expecting that this is how it would go. We’ve only been together a couple of weeks. When she told me about her empty house, I was just happy that we could have a whole evening to ourselves with no interruptions. 
 
    “I don’t know how it’s all supposed to work,” Arya says. “Timing and everything in a relationship.” 
 
    “There is no timeline,” I tell her, rubbing her hips. “Just whatever works for us.” 
 
    “I’ve never been in a relationship before,” Arya says. 
 
    “Neither have I,” I say. She raises an eyebrow at me. “I dated girls in Grade 9, but none lasted more than two dates.” 
 
    “Elementary school?” 
 
    “Does that even count?” I ask. 
 
    “Should it?” 
 
    "I had a 'girlfriend' in Grade 7 and another one in Grade 8," I say. "That's it. But I don't think they should count as a relationship. I was a kid and had no idea what I was doing back then." She laughs. "What I'm saying is that this is all new for me too, Arya. And I'm just happy to be with you." 
 
    “Even if my pace is a bit slower than yours?” she asks. 
 
    “Slow, medium, fast,” I say. “I don’t care. We can go turtle slow if you like.” 
 
    Arya 
 
    I laugh. “Well, I don’t want to go TURTLE slow,” I say. I lean into him, as if to kiss him, and bite his bottom lip. 
 
    His hands travel along my hips, down my thighs, to my knees. He runs his hands up my bare thighs under my skirt slowly, feeling the soft skin I just shaved today. “Are you wearing shorts, Arya?” 
 
    “Spandex shorts,” I say to him and he laughs at me. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” James smiles. 
 
    "I feel safer with them on," I say. "In case the wind blows up my skirt or some guy grabs on it, there are many things that could happen, James. Not something I expect you to understand." 
 
    James runs his hands up to my hips under my skirt, grabbing hold of them, his hands on my spandex shorts, not touching any skin. 
 
    “Do you want to go upstairs? I think it would be more comfortable,” I say. 
 
    "I'm very comfortable here, Arya." James smiles and I give him a look. "But I'd follow you anywhere," James says, and I get off him. I take his hand and lead him up the staircase to my room. "It's nice," James says looking around. I close the curtains and then grab PJ shorts and an old baggy t-shirt from my closet. "I'll turn around," James says, looking away. I smile to myself at how sweet he is. I change into the less attractive but more comfortable clothes and throw my hair in a bun. James is still looking away, so I come up behind him and hug him. He turns around in my arms as I let go of him and looks at me. "You look beautiful, Arya." 
 
    “Funny, James,” I say, turning away from him but he grabs my wrist to pull me back to him. 
 
    "I'm serious, Arya," James says. "You look beautiful no matter what you wear. I like seeing you like this." 
 
    “Baggy shirt and PJ shorts?” 
 
    “Comfortable,” James says. “You’re always dolled up whenever I see you. It’s nice to see another side of you.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s how you feel, maybe I’ll just wear PJs to class from now on,” I say. 
 
    James laughs. “You’d still be the most beautiful girl at school.” 
 
    "Let me take my makeup off and then you can tell me if you still prefer me like this," I say, leaving him in the bedroom while I go to the bathroom. 
 
    When I come back, James is lying on my bed looking at an old photo album. “Is this you?” James points to the book when I walk in. 
 
    “James,” I say, grabbing the album from him and putting it back on the shelf. 
 
    “Hey!” James says, reaching out his arm, “I was looking at that!” 
 
    "You were trying to find embarrassing photos of me," I say, coming up to sit cross-legged at the foot of my double bed by his feet. 
 
    “Unsuccessfully,” James says, smiling at me, and then sits up, giving me a serious look and I know he’s about to tell me something that I don’t want to hear. “Arya, I want to ask you about something…” James takes a breath before looking back at me. “Just please don’t get mad.” 
 
    “Are you sure you should be asking me then?” I ask. 
 
    “Arya.” 
 
    “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to, James,” I warn. 
 
    “You’re deflecting,” James says. 
 
    “I’m not,” I say. “Go ahead, ask.” 
 
    “You know you can tell me anything, Arya,” James says. “Anything about your past. You don’t have to keep it a secret from me. I want to know. I don’t care what you’ve done or who you’ve been with before me.” 
 
    “Where’s the question?” I ask, wanting him to get to the point. 
 
    “I know that you told me that all that happened between you and Lexi was that you kissed,” James says. “But be honest with me, Arya.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie,” I say. “We never dated. We kissed once James, that’s it.” 
 
    “But you two clearly mean a lot to each other,” James says. “At least you did. I’m not blind, Arya. Strangers kiss, friends kiss, couples kiss, it can mean anything. What was it between the two of you? You can tell me, Arya. I told you, all I want to know is what I’m up against.” 
 
    “James,” I say, looking him straight in the eyes. There’s no point trying to brush Lexi off as just an innocent kiss anymore. “Lexi and I started becoming close towards the end of last semester, but no one knew about it, we kept it to ourselves. We had feelings for each other and shared an intense kiss but then I left West Side shortly after. James,” he wanted the truth, so I’ll give it to him, “if I had stayed at West Side, I’d be dating him now.” 
 
    “So he thinks I took his girl,” James says. 
 
    “I was never his,” I say. 
 
    “But he saw you as his,” James says sternly. “He thought of you as his girl, that he could have you back when he saw you tonight. And now he sees me as the guy that took you away from him.” 
 
    “James…” 
 
    “It makes sense now,” James says. “I knew there was more between the two of you than you let on.” 
 
    “I don’t like him like that anymore,” I say. “I like you, I want to be with you.” 
 
    “I know,” James says. “But please, Arya, please warn me next time. Warn me that the guy you kissed is someone who was going to be your boyfriend instead of making me believe that it was just a harmless kiss.” 
 
    “James…” 
 
    “You knew that’s how I saw it,” James says. “You tried to brush him off as an innocent kiss when he was more than that. He might as well have been an ex-boyfriend for all I knew. Worse actually. An ex-boyfriend that wanted you back.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” I say. “I didn’t want you to worry about a guy I don’t have feelings for anymore.” 
 
    “I forgive you,” James says. “But I want to know these things, Arya. I know you want to be with me. I’m not jealous of any of these other guys and I’m not worried about them. I just want to look out for you and protect you.” 
 
    “Lexi is a good guy,” I say. “He’s not going to do anything to interfere with us anymore. He’s sorry about the bet.”  
 
    “Had a nice chat with him?” James asks sarcastically. 
 
    “I had to, James,” I say. 
 
    “I know, Arya,” James says. “You trust him, so I trust that he cares about you enough that he would back off.” 
 
    I crawl on the bed up to James to lie next to him and rest my head on his chest, wrapping my arms around him, and he puts a hand on my back. 
 
    “You’re important to me, Arya,” James says. “I want to keep you safe. I know we come from different worlds, but I enjoy the challenge.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about Lexi,” I say. “But I can promise you that he’s the only guy I’ve kissed other than you.” 
 
    “I feel so honoured,” James says in jest and I slap his stomach. “There’s something else I wanted to ask about.” I grip onto James tighter, waiting for the next question, hoping it’s not what I think it is. “I know you don’t talk about it, but why’d you leave West Side? Something happened, didn’t it?” 
 
    I just run my hand along James’ torso, wondering how to respond. Lexi told me to tell James. Told me not to leave him in the dark. But I can’t tell James the truth. I can’t bring him into this mess. The less he knows, the better. For everyone. “James, I don’t want to go into it.” 
 
    He gets up to lie next to me so that we can face each other, propping himself on his elbow. “You know you can tell me anything. Any secret you have is safe with me.” It’s better if you don’t know, James. Safer. 
 
    “James,” I say, “can I please have this one thing to myself? Please. Please don’t make me talk about it.”  
 
    “Are you safe?” James asks, just like Lexi did. How did I get so lucky with these two guys that want to protect me above all else? 
 
    “I am,” I say. 
 
    “I can’t force you to tell me,” James says. “I wish you would, but people are entitled to their secrets and as long as you are safe, that’s all I care about.” Lexi had said that if I was his girl, he would have forced me to tell him. But James isn’t going to do that. Who’s right? I don’t know, but I am grateful that James isn’t forcing me to tell him. I think part of why Lexi would have forced me is because he was there, and he feels responsible. He feels like there was something he could have done to keep me at West Side. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 – 4 in the Morning 
 
    “I give you everything that I am / I'm handin' over everything that I've got / 'Cause I wanna have a really true love / Don't ever wanna have to go and give you up / Stay up till four in the morning” – 4 in the Morning, Gwen Stefani 
 
    Arya 
 
    I kiss James softly on the lips, grateful for an amazing boyfriend. He rolls over on top of me, trapping me beneath him. “What did you tell your mom?” I ask him. 
 
    “That I’m sleeping over at my girlfriend’s house while her parents are out of town.” James smiles. 
 
    “Hilarious James,” I say. 
 
    “She’s working the night shift at the hospital,” James says. “She won’t even know I didn’t come home.” 
 
    “Your sisters?” 
 
    “Are probably staying up too late and eating too much junk food,” James says, and I give him a concerned look. I didn’t mean to take him away from looking after his sisters. “Don’t worry Arya, my 20-year-old cousin is sleeping over at the house with them tonight. They’re fine.” 
 
    I run my hands along his lean, strong arms. 
 
    “What time are your parents coming home?” James asks. “I don’t think they’d appreciate seeing my car in their garage when they get back.” We smile at each other. I told James to put his car in the garage to avoid any nosy neighbours telling my parents that their 16-year-old daughter’s boyfriend’s car was parked outside all night the weekend they were away. 
 
    “Not ‘til dinner time,” I say. “You’ll be long gone by then.” At work. James kisses me hard on the mouth, grabbing onto my side, underneath my t-shirt. I pull him down to me, my head resting on the pillow. My legs are spread for him to fit into and his chest is against mine. He wraps his arms around my waist, leaning into me. I put my knees up, hugging my thighs tightly around his waist. My shirt is riding up with his arms around me and he’s touching bare skin.  
 
    And then I force him to roll over so I can be on top, straddling him again. I sit back while he just lies there, rubbing his hands on my bare thighs. 
 
    “I like you a lot, Arya,” James says. “More than I’ve ever liked anyone before. I only want you. I can’t imagine being with anyone else.” 
 
    “I like you too, James,” I say. “More than you can even fathom. I never thought I could feel this way about someone. You mean everything to me.” 
 
    And then I touch the bottom of his shirt, just above his belt buckle. “Don’t you dare put your cold hands on my stomach again.” 
 
    “It’s the best way to warm them up,” I say, putting my hands under his shirt again to warm my hands on his skin.  
 
    He tenses again under me. “I hate you.” 
 
    I run my hands up further under his shirt, touching his ribs, his chest, his skin is warm against my hands and he soon relaxes after a while once my hands warm up from his body heat. 
 
    “I don’t know anyone else with such cold hands all the time,” James says. 
 
    “It’s why I keep you around,” I say. “Need to warm my hands on something.” 
 
    “Mitts work too, Arya,” James says. 
 
    “Not as fun,” I say.  
 
    “You’re right.” He smiles. 
 
    I take my hands off him and then take the elastic out of my hair, knowing that my bun must be a mess from rolling around on the bed. I shake my hair out to fall all around me. 
 
    “I like you with your hair down,” James says. 
 
    “Why?” I lean down my face to him, my arms on his chest to support me, my hair falling around me. 
 
    "Because then I get to play with it," James says, grabbing onto pieces of hair, gently pulling me closer to him. I kiss him, just wanting all of him. I kiss him deeply as his hands untangle from my hair and move to my waist, my hips, and then to my ass.  
 
    But then his phone goes off in his pocket. He tenses underneath me, and I understand, because when he was 14 years old, he got a call in the middle of the night to tell him his father was dead. He breaks the kiss, and I lean back to sit up. “I’m sorry, Arya,” he says. “I have to…” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain,” I say, and then he smiles and grabs me by my hips and throws me off him on the bed. I never, ever, thought that a guy I was straddling would ever throw me off of him.  
 
    He answers the call, leaving my room to speak to the person on the other line. I go up to my dresser mirror and look at myself, seeing my hair in disarray and try to smooth it down. James says I’m beautiful like this and it makes me believe it’s true. I’ve never had someone to tell me I’m beautiful when I’m not trying. James walks back in slowly, looking like he’s about to say something that’s going to disappoint me. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” James says. “I just…” He sighs. “I need to go pick up the guys and give them a ride home. There’s a guy who is…” 
 
    "James, please," I say. "Go ahead, it's no problem." I'm disappointed that he's leaving me, but I admire him for looking after his friends. I'm aware that taxis are nonexistent in our small town, but did his friends know what they were disturbing when they phoned him? I know Malcolm should have known. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” James says and then kisses me before he leaves the room. 
 
    I want to shout at him to tell his friends what they took him from and what he has waiting for him, but I hold my tongue. Boys will be boys. They’ll know. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “We’re leaving, Malcolm,” Richard says to him as he’s talking with a group of guys. “You coming?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Malcolm says, giving the guys a handshake pat on the back before leaving them. 
 
    “I’ve never seen someone drink as much as Lucas did tonight,” Richard says as they start walking to the front of the house. “James should be here soon to get us all home.”  
 
    “You didn’t,” Malcolm stops him, “please tell me you didn’t call him.” 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” Richard asks. “I couldn’t find him, so I called him. Said he’d be here in like ten minutes.” 
 
    “You idiot,” Malcolm says. “Do you know where he was?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “With Arya. Alone. In her empty house,” Malcolm says slowly. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Richard says. “He didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Of course he didn’t,” Malcolm says. “Because he’s too nice of a guy. He’s such a good friend that he’d leave a hot girl in an empty house to make sure that his friends got home safely.” 
 
    “How much do I owe him?” Richard asks. 
 
    “What do you think, Richard?” Malcolm asks. “And put yourself in his shoes when you answer.” 
 
    Richard ponders. “There’s not enough money in the world.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Samson’s already out front with Lucas,” Richard says. “Let’s just say it was his idea.” 
 
    “You’re on your own with this one,” Malcolm says, walking out the front door. 
 
    James 
 
    "Thanks, James," Richard says from the backseat, a passed out Lucas lying over him, as they start on the road. "I didn't mean to…" 
 
    “Take me away from my girlfriend?” I look at him in the rearview mirror. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll find a way to pay me back somehow.” I look over at Malcolm next to me and he smiles. “Arya might be a different story.” 
 
    “Don’t tell her it was me,” Richard says. “I’ve managed to stay on her good side for so long.” Everyone laughs. 
 
    Arya 
 
    I hear him step back into the house while I’m still at the stove. I left the garage door open for him, waiting for when he’d finally come back. 
 
    “Something smells good,” James says walking into the kitchen, wrapping his arms around me from behind, kissing me on the neck. 
 
    “Not as good as my mom’s,” I say, flipping the pancake in the pan. “But it’ll do.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” James says. 
 
    After pancakes, syrup, tea, and too much laughing, we finally make our way back upstairs. 
 
    James looks around my room when we enter and then goes to my shelf and grabs the photo albums on the shelf and sits on the floor, his back against the bed, and opens one of the albums.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask, climbing back on the bed, coming up behind him, resting my chin on his shoulder while lying on my stomach on the bed. 
 
    “Where was that?” James points to a picture of a family trip on the beach when Mia and I were kids. 
 
    “Florida,” I say. 
 
    “How old were you?” James asks. 
 
    “Probably six,” I say. “My mom writes on the back of all the photos if you want to know.” 
 
    “I’ll let you tell me,” James says, as he flips through the pages. 
 
    “Who’s wedding?” James asks. 
 
    “My aunt’s,” I say. 
 
    “I see you were the flower girl,” James says. “Cute dress.” He smirks. It’s an ugly fluorescent pink dress and he knows I hate bright pink. “This is your aunt and uncle?” James points to the bride and groom. 
 
    "Yeah," I say. "They look so happy there." 
 
    “Are they not happy now?” James asks. 
 
    “They’re divorced.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Arya,” James says. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I say. “She’s happy on her own and he’s happy with his new wife and new family. I miss him. He was like a second father to me growing up. Now I never see him. James, are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “Of course,” James says. “I want to learn more about you and your family and everything else.” 
 
    “You’re an interesting guy, James,” I say. “Most guys wouldn’t want to look through photo albums with their girlfriend when the house is empty.” 
 
    “I’m not most guys,” James says. 
 
    I turn my head to James, and he kisses me. “What are you going to tell the guys in the locker room then?” 
 
    James shakes his head. “Trust me, I don’t tell them anything.”  
 
    “They don’t ask you anything?” I say. 
 
    “Really, Arya?” James turns his head to face me. “You really want to know?” 
 
    “The girls always ask me about you,” I say. “But I can tell there are many that are jealous and don’t want to know.” 
 
    “What do you tell them?” James smiles. 
 
    "Really, James?" I imitate him. "You really want to know?" James rolls his eyes. "I just tell them you're a gem with a fit body. And that you are an amazing kisser." James kisses me again. 
 
    “You’re nicer than I am,” James says, looking through the photos. “I generally tell the guys to fuck off.” I laugh. 
 
    “James?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “About your dad,” I start and then wait to see if he stops me, but he doesn’t. “Have you forgiven the man in the other vehicle?” He stares straight ahead. 
 
    “The man that took my father away from me and my family?” James asks. 
 
    “I’m sure whoever the guy is, is truly sorry for what happened,” I say. 
 
    “It doesn’t change anything,” James says. “He’s not the one who lost a dad that night.” 
 
    “Have you met him?” I ask. 
 
    “Please stop, Arya,” James says, putting the album aside but still not looking at me. 
 
    “James, remember we can talk about anything,” I say. “But if you don’t want to talk about this, that’s fine.” James didn’t push me about why I left West Side, so I’m not going to push him on this. 
 
    James turns around and kneels in front of the bed and our faces come close. “I never met him, Arya. I can’t forgive him. My mom has, but I can’t.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you, James,” I say. “I don’t know if I’d be able to in your position. Just remember that he is probably still haunted by the worst mistake he has ever made.” 
 
    “And so am I,” James says. I run my hand through his hair. 
 
    “You must have gotten money from the accident,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah,” James says. “For the accident. The case against the guy is still ongoing.” 
 
    “Still?” I can’t believe it. James will never be able to come to terms with his father’ death until the case is closed. 
 
    “These things take a while, Arya,” James says. 
 
    “But that could be a lot of money,” I say. “That would help you and your family so much, that could…” 
 
    “Arya.” James puts his hands on me. “This is where I’m done discussing this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” I say. He just smiles at me and then kisses me. 
 
    “You are the first person I’ve been able to open up to like this,” James says. “About my dad. So, forgive me for not wanting to talk about the financial details with you.” 
 
    “Forgive me for bringing it up,” I say. “Just know that you can tell me anything. Sometimes it’s good to feel emotions we don’t want to feel. Talk about things we don’t want to talk about. To allow ourselves to be vulnerable.” 
 
    James raises an eyebrow at me. “Says the girl who won’t tell me why she left her old school,” James says. “You know, you’ll have to tell me why you left West Side one day, Arya.” 
 
    “I know,” I say and then kiss him, knowing that I’m lying to him. 
 
    I put my cold hands under the collar of his shirt to his chest and he tenses. “Stop it, Arya.” 
 
    “Or what?” I smile at him. 
 
    “This.” James grabs me by the waist, pinning me underneath him on the bed, and then he starts tickling me.  
 
    "Stop James!" I say, not being able to control my laughter. I am extremely ticklish, and James knows it. I can hardly breathe anymore and I try pushing him off me. 
 
    “You’re going to have to do better than that!” James says to my face. 
 
    “Okay, okay!” I say, having no breath anymore. “I can’t breathe. You win.” 
 
    James stops tickling me, seeing that I’m on the verge of passing out. I sit up to meet him, finally regaining my breath. He looks at me, brushing a piece of hair behind my ear. “How did I get so lucky?” 
 
    “You literally ran after me,” I say, thinking of that day on the track after the first soccer tryout. 
 
    “I did, didn’t I?” James smiles. “Might have thought you were a bit crazy back then.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Still crazy.” James smiles, putting a hand to my cheek. “But I wouldn’t want you any other way.” 
 
    “Smart guy,” I say. “Knowing the exact right things to say.” 
 
    “You are not dating a stupid guy,” James says, and I stare into his deep blue eyes. 
 
    “You also stood up for me,” I say. “Against your best friend.” 
 
    James searches my eyes, trying to read them. “I’d do anything to protect you, Arya,” James says. “I don’t care who it’s against.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “It’s how I know you’re the one.” And James crashes his lips into me again. 
 
    *** 
 
    We stayed up late that night. We talked, we kissed, we laughed. It was an amazing night that we needed, especially considering what happened earlier in the evening. I fell asleep on James' chest with his arms wrapped around me, and in the morning, I feel James trying to move gently to not wake me up. 
 
    “James?” 
 
    “I have to go,” James says softly, standing up by the bed. 
 
    “Work?” I ask and he nods. I get up on my knees on the bed to face him. 
 
    “Don’t get up, Arya,” James says, putting a hand to my hip. “I’ll let myself out.” He comes up close to me and kisses me and I put my hands to his chest. He starts walking away and I get off the bed to follow him. “Arya…” 
 
    "I have to close the garage door after you," I say. James smiles and then picks me up in his arms and carries me out of the room and down the stairs to the garage door connected to the house. 
 
    “I’ll call you tonight,” James says, kissing me and then putting me down before he walks out the door to his car. I open the garage door for him, and he drives off, leaving too soon, but I knew that was going to happen. This is James’ world and if I want to be with him, I have to accept it. Just like how he has to accept my world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 – When You’re Gone 
 
    “Baby when you're gone / I realize I'm in love / Days go on and on / And the nights just seem so long” – When You’re Gone, Bryan Adams 
 
    Arya 
 
    “So, how was the weekend?” Dad asks at the dinner table. He and Mom just got back from the conference and they picked up Chinese takeout for dinner. 
 
    “Good,” both Mia and I say. 
 
    “How was your party, Arya?” Mom asks, walking around the table to put food down. “It must have been nice to see friends from your old school.” 
 
    “Yeah, great,” I say. 
 
    "How are Maya, Zora, and Lucy?" Mom asks. "We never see them anymore." 
 
    “They’re good,” I say. “You know it’s hard to stay in touch now that I’m not at West Side anymore.” 
 
    “I hope you came home at a reasonable time,” Dad comments. 
 
    “Of course,” I say. Not a lie. 
 
    “And I trust that I won’t have any neighbours telling me they saw James’ car in the driveway overnight?” Dad asks. People are always into each other’s business. It’s the curse of a small town. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I say with a mouthful of food, waving my fork in a circle, “ask them.” 
 
    “Unless he parked it in the garage,” Mom says as she sits down, and I try to keep my cool and show no reaction. I share a glance with Mia because she knows I wasn’t alone in the house last night. 
 
    “Don’t give her any ideas, Laura,” Dad says. 
 
    “I’m sure our 16-year-old daughter is smart enough to figure that one out on her own,” Mom says. 
 
    “Arya?” Dad asks. “Anything you want to share?” 
 
    I chew my food slowly and swallow, trying to think. “James dropped me off at home from the party, and then he left to go and pick up his friends and take them home as well.” Technically true. I can’t outright lie to my parents, I just feel so bad about it, and they always seem to be able to tell when I’m lying anyway. But I can tell my dad wants a firm answer from me saying, ‘James did not stay over’. My wishy-washy technically true answer is not good enough. 
 
    “Arya,” Dad says seriously, “if that boy…” 
 
    “James,” I cut him off, “is my boyfriend and he has done nothing but be a perfect gentleman to me. You don’t have to worry about him.” 
 
    “You’ve already transferred from one school,” Dad says. “Which I am still not happy about, I might add. Don’t make me regret letting you go to that school with those…” he pauses, “kids.” That’s not the word he wanted to use. I’m angry at him for assuming the worst of East Side, but my mom cuts in before I can. 
 
    "Steve," Mom says, "both our daughters have been doing well at East Side. They have friends, are doing well in all their classes, have extracurriculars. I think it's been good for them." I silently thank my mom. "I think it's good for them to mingle with…" she looks for the word. No, mom, don't ruin it. "the more common people of the town." Mom smiles. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “What, Arya?” Mom says. “We all know that the majority of the students that go to East Side are…” 
 
    “Just stop,” I say, cutting her off. 
 
    “Arya, you will not interrupt your mother,” Dad says sternly. “It’s very obvious which is the better school in this town. I wish you were still at West Side; better education, better teachers, responsible kids…” 
 
    “It’s not a perfect school, Dad. There are some jerks at West Side,” I say. What would my dad say if I told him about the bet the West Siders had on taking me home last night? These rich kids that he sees in his dentist office. Would he still be as kind to them if he knew they tried to grope me? 
 
    “I’m aware, Arya,” Dad says. “It’s the reason you said you wanted to leave. A decision I had to accept. Don’t make me regret it. If some 16-year-old boy from that East Side school thinks that…” 
 
    “Steve,” Mom says. “I think that’s enough.” 
 
    We eat in silence for a while until Mia asks our parents how the conference was, which is an effective distraction. Dad talking about all the courses, Mom talking about all the stuff she bought. 
 
    After dinner, while packaging all the leftovers, Mom comes up to me. “We like James,” Mom says. “And we trust you. Your father just wants the best for you.” 
 
    “James is the best for me,” I say. 
 
    “It’s not just about James,” Mom says. “It’s that you’re at a new school with new friends and everything is different now. I think you have done well at East Side. I’m proud of you for adapting so well and taking care of your sister. Your father is too.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom,” I say. 
 
    “But you know as well as I do that your father will shoot any boy that stays here overnight,” Mom smiles. “Doesn’t matter who he is.” 
 
    “I know,” I say.  
 
    “James is a smart boy,” Mom says. “And a charmer. And your first boyfriend.” 
 
    “Nothing happened, Mom,” I say to her. Mom knows that James was here last night. No point pretending anymore. “I promise you.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    "Did you have to tell Dad about him parking in the garage?" I ask. 
 
    She laughs. “It just came out,” she says. “Your father can be clueless about this kind of thing sometimes. Has a doctorate but doesn’t think logically about his daughter sneaking her boyfriend over when her parents are away.” 
 
    “Because he doesn’t want to think about it,” I say. He wants to believe that I’m his perfect, responsible daughter. 
 
    “I’ll handle your father,” Mom says. “But I’m not going to be this nice next time if James, or any other boy for that matter, comes over here for a ‘sleepover’.” 
 
    “You never snuck a boy over when you were my age?” I ask, knowing my mom had plenty of boyfriends growing up. 
 
    “Don’t you have homework you need to do?” Mom asks. “I’m assuming you didn’t get much sleep last night considering your ‘overnight visitor’. You’ll need an early night tonight.” And then she leaves me, and I just smile to myself. 
 
    *** 
 
    No POV 
 
    "Don't be too harsh with her," Laura says to her husband as she climbs next to him on their shared bed. "She's 16 and he's her first boyfriend." 
 
    “That’s exactly why I need to be harsh with her,” Steve says. “I don’t need some boy thinking he can try and get lucky with one of my daughters.” 
 
    “What do you expect?” Laura says. “We left her alone in the house for the weekend and Mia was at a sleepover.” 
 
    “We’ve left her home alone plenty of times before with no issues,” Steve says. 
 
    “She didn’t have a boyfriend then,” Laura responds. 
 
    “Then maybe she shouldn’t have a boyfriend at all,” Steve says. 
 
    “I thought you liked James,” Laura says. 
 
    “I did,” Steve says. “Until I found out that little bastard parked in MY garage and slept in MY house with MY daughter while I was gone.” 
 
    “He’s a good kid. And are you telling me that you never did anything like that when you were a teenager?” Laura asks. 
 
    “Of course not,” Steve says, brushing the idea away as if it’s preposterous. “I should call his mother and see if she knows where her son was last night.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Laura says, putting a hand on her husband’s arm. “Nothing happened anyway.” 
 
    “It better not have,” Steve says. “I want to see my daughters get through school, go to university, start their careers BEFORE I become a grandfather. They deserve the best and I want them to make the most out of life and not be limited.” 
 
    “I trust our girls,” Laura says. “I think we did a good job with them.” 
 
    “If they had stayed at West Side…”  
 
    “Arya didn’t want to stay there anymore,” Laura says. “You remember that day. Even the principal phoned and said that he thought it would be better if she transferred.” 
 
    “She never told us specifically why though,” Steve says. 
 
    "Kids are mean, Steve," Laura says. "And Arya wasn't happy there. But look at her now! She's going out more, has lovely friends and her grades haven't suffered a bit! She's happier at this school, it's obvious. I'm happy for her, she used to be focused on only soccer and school. It's nice to see her putting herself out there." 
 
    “Her grades haven’t suffered because the classes are pedestrian for her in comparison to what she had to deal with at West Side,” Steve says. “It’s why she has more time on her hands to sneak over…” 
 
    “As long as she gets high enough grades to do what she wants after high school,” Laura interrupts, “then I don’t care.” 
 
    “I don’t want to control her or her life,” Steve says. “But I don’t want something to happen and then I regret not having done something earlier.” 
 
    "It's the struggle of being a parent," Laura says. "How much freedom is too much freedom? How strict is too strict? I think we just have to love them, do our best and remember that there is only so much we can do to protect them. Some things are out of our control, and out of their control as well." 
 
    “I know you’re right,” Steve says, and then leans back on his pillow, closing his eyes. “Why couldn’t we have sons instead of daughters? It would be easier.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “With a son, I would only have to worry about one penis,” Steve says, opening his eyes and putting his index finger up. “With a daughter, I have to worry about everyone’s penis.” He moves his finger in a circle and they both laugh. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 – Evil Woman 
 
    “Ha, ha, woman, it's a cryin' shame / But you ain't got nobody else to blame / Evil woman” – Evil Woman, Electric Light Orchestra 
 
    No POV 
 
    “Just look at her!” Lisa complains to her two friends at her locker. She gestures towards where she can see James and Arya standing very close, talking, smiling, laughing. It sickens Lisa. “She just comes here, out of the blue, and steals him away from me!” 
 
    "You guys were never together," Paulina says to her friend who is delusional to think that she still has a chance with James. 
 
    "And now we'll never be with her here, flipping her hair around him, touching his arm, acting all 'cute' around him," Lisa says irritated. "I don't trust her!" 
 
    “Someone’s jealous,” Isabella, captain of the girls’ soccer team, says, overhearing the conversation of the young Grade 11s as she’s putting her books in her locker. 
 
    Lisa turns immediately at the voice and marches straight over to Isabella. “Well did you hear the guys saying she’s the hottest girl on the soccer team and the best player?” Lisa says because she knows it will ignite anger in Isabella, the popular, pretty soccer star of Grade 12. 
 
    She slams her locker at Lisa’s comment angrily. “Shut up!” she says in rage. This is not the first time she’s heard something like that said about this Grade 11 who has been nothing but a pain since she stepped foot in that locker room. “She shouldn’t even be on the soccer team!” 
 
    "What do you mean?" Lisa asks, curious about any gossip about Arya. 
 
    “She just transferred here from West Side,” Isabella says. “You’re supposed to wait a year to play any sport that you played at your previous school, but I guess they made an exception for her!” 
 
    “Why?” Lisa asks. 
 
    "I don't know?" Isabella says annoyed. "I've asked girls from West Side about why she left and none of them know. They just say that one day she was there, and then the next day she and her sister were gone. When anyone asked her about it, she just said she needed to leave the school and gave no explanation. No one there knows why either of them left, and if anyone does, they’re not sharing.” 
 
    Lisa never dug into the mystery of why Arya came to East Side although she always thought it was weird that she came here. And now, hearing that even the West Siders don’t know why she left is even more suspicious. Lisa stares at Arya and James together, happily laughing with one another. ‘What are you hiding, Arya?’ Lisa thinks to herself. 
 
    *** 
 
    There’s something important to know about Lisa. She’s not like all the others at East Side. She could have easily gone to West Side if she wanted to, she comes from a very rich family and she’s a science whiz, even Diana has trouble keeping up with her. But, despite all this, she still chose to go to East Side. The idea of Religion class and wearing a uniform didn’t appeal to her, even if academically West Side is the better school. For her, going to the ‘cooler’ school would be more fun, and what’s fun about uniforms and Religion? And she’ll never admit it, but it’s much easier for her to stand out at East Side. 
 
    She has to find out about the real reason Arya left West Side. Isn’t it odd that no one knows? But someone has to know for sure why she left. The person that would have made her leave. The principal. 
 
    Lisa steps through the front doors of West Side Academy. She gets some looks from students passing by because she is the only teenager there not wearing a uniform. She makes her way to the principal’s office to see if she can find out something about why Arya left this prestigious school. 
 
    "Hello," Lisa says to the young woman at the front desk, Ms. Pince, who continues to type on her computer. 
 
    “Yes?” Ms. Pince says, never looking away from her computer screen. 
 
    "I was hoping to talk to the principal?" Lisa asks. 
 
    “Not in right now,” Ms. Pince says. 
 
    “Do you know when he will be back?” Lisa asks. 
 
    "He's still in a meeting for the next 15 minutes," Ms. Pince says, her tone of voice never changing. 
 
    “Would it be okay if I wait in his office until he comes back?” Lisa asks. Ms. Pince finally looks away from the computer screen to look at Lisa. 
 
    “Do you even go here?” Ms. Pince asks, seeing Lisa is not wearing a uniform. 
 
    "I'm his niece," Lisa says quickly. 
 
    “Nice try,” Ms. Pince says. “Mr. Filch doesn’t have any nieces.” And then she turns back to her computer. 
 
    “Okay,” Lisa says. “I’m honestly just here to find out about a girl that used to go here. Arya Secord?” The name doesn’t faze Ms. Pince at all, she just continues typing at her computer. “Do you have any idea why she left this school?” 
 
    “No,” Ms. Pince says flatly. 
 
    “There must be something in her file?” Lisa asks. “Her transfer form must give a reason.” 
 
    "A student's file is not something that just gets shared with strangers," Ms. Pince says. "Now if you don't mind, I have work to do." 
 
    "Please, Ms. Pince," Lisa says as she quickly looks down at Ms. Pince’s name tag on her desk. "It makes no sense why Arya would leave this school. She and I have become good friends at East Side, but I worry for her. And she won't tell me what's going on." 
 
    Ms. Pince gives Lisa a side glance. "She had some relationship issues with another student or students." 
 
    “Can you be a little more specific?” Lisa asks sweetly. 
 
    “That’s all I know,” Ms. Pince says. “Now please leave this office while I’m still in a good mood.” This is a good mood?  
 
    But Lisa can sense that Ms. Pince knows more than what she lets on. She knows the exact reason Arya left. She’s the principal’s right hand. Lisa just has to get the information somehow. One thing Lisa has learned from her business tycoon father is that everyone has a price. It’s just finding out what it is that’s the key. Lisa looks at the young Ms. Pince. She looks like she’s in her early twenties. What could a woman like her want? Lisa sees her typing hands and finds exactly what she is looking for. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful engagement ring,” Lisa comments, leaning over on the desk. 
 
    “Yes,” Ms. Pince says smiling down on it and rubbing her fingers across it. 
 
    “When is the wedding?” Lisa asks. 
 
    “This Fall,” Ms. Pince says. “October 27th.” 
 
    “Wow,” Lisa says. “Do you have a wedding dress yet?” 
 
    “No,” Ms. Pince says longingly. “I’ve been looking around and nothing is right. I can’t seem to find ‘the one’.” 
 
    "That's a shame." Lisa smiles to herself. "Getting a dress designed for yourself is the only way to find the 'perfect' dress." 
 
    Ms. Pince laughs. “As if I could afford that.” 
 
    "I might be of some help," Lisa says and Ms. Pince looks straight at her. "One of my mom's favourite designers could easily create a beautiful dress for your wedding day at a very good discount." Ms. Pince raises an eyebrow at her, knowing that this offer is not a gift. "All I ask for is the real reason why Arya left West Side." Lisa can see Ms. Pince considering her offer. She plays around with her engagement ring, which is a good sign. "You only get one wedding day, Ms. Pince. You deserve to feel like the most beautiful woman in the room." 
 
    Ms. Pince stops fidgeting with her ring and turns to her computer. Ms. Pince never liked Arya. Ever since she purposely ran into her, causing her to spill her coffee that ruined one of her favourite shirts. She also knows the 'fire breathing dragon' comments and whispers started from Arya. Why should she let the girl that has annoyed her since her Grade 9 year stop her from getting the wedding dress she wants? "Meet me at the Starbucks downtown at 4pm." 
 
    Lisa smiles to herself. “Perfect.” And then she walks out of the school, happy as a clam. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 – Secrets 
 
    “Tell me all your secrets / Tell me what I'm supposed to do / Days are getting longer / Nights are getting painful too / I've been feeling restless, oh / Feeling like I just can't sleep / So tell me all your secrets / 'Cause you already know 'bout me" – Secrets, Faouzia 
 
    Arya 
 
    “We’re going on a hike Saturday morning if you want to join?” Diana says to me at our lockers, as we organize them for the day. 
 
    “Who’s we?” I ask. 
 
    "The girls," Diana says. "Sarah, Eleanor, and me. So, you in?" 
 
    "I start work at 10am," I say. 
 
    "We can make it an early morning hike," Diana says, turning to her phone to let everyone know the details. 
 
    “I’m sure Eleanor will appreciate that,” I joke. 
 
    “She’ll survive,” Diana says, dismissing my comment with a wave of her hand. She looks at me when she puts her phone away. “Arya, there’s something I wanted to ask you about.” 
 
    “Shoot,” I say, not looking at her. 
 
    “From the party last Saturday,” Diana says. “There was this guy that came up to me. Tall, chestnut shaggy hair, blue eyes.” She’s waiting for a reaction from me, but I give her none, even though I know exactly who she is talking about. “He said he was a friend of yours.” 
 
    I turn to her. “And?” 
 
    “Something was just off about him, Arya,” Diana says. “He said you guys had a disagreement before you left West Side.” 
 
    "There are some jerks at my old school," I say. "He's one of them. Don't worry about it." 
 
    “He told me to tell you something Arya,” Diana says seriously. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    "He said, 'Tell her I'm glad she's enjoying East Side and her new boyfriend James. And that she looked beautiful tonight. I always think she looks best in green.'" Diana says, looking for a reaction from me. He's letting me know that he's keeping tabs on me, he hasn't forgotten me, and that he's still watching me. He saw me at that party. "He said you were avoiding him." 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” I say. “He’s nothing.” 
 
    "You can tell me, Arya," Diana says. "I know Malcolm had mentioned a West Side boytoy…" 
 
    “No,” I say sternly. “I told you he was talking shit.” 
 
    “Arya,” Diana says. 
 
    I take a deep breath, I shouldn't be getting angry with Diana, she's done nothing wrong. "I kissed…" I think about it. "I made out with the hockey captain at West Side before I left. That's what Malcolm means when he says 'boytoy'. It's doesn't matter, because it was a one-time thing and it's over." 
 
    “And…” 
 
    “And this guy that approached you is a completely different guy who is a jerk,” I say. “Don’t worry about him. He just likes to get underneath people’s skin.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    "I'm positive," I say. "Now, hike Saturday?" Diana gives me a look. "Please, believe me, Diana, it's nothing." 
 
    “Fine,” Diana says unconvinced. “How was making out with the hockey captain?” Diana smiles at me. 
 
    “He’s a very good kisser,” I say. “But unfortunately for him, I kissed James and now I don’t want to kiss anyone else.” I wink at her. 
 
    “You are the luckiest girl at this school,” Diana says. “Hockey captain at West Side, soccer star at East Side. Who’s next?” 
 
    “No one!” I say. “I just said I don’t want to kiss anyone else. And give me a break, my first kiss was February this year with the hockey captain. I think I deserve a good kiss after waiting so long for it.” 
 
    Diana laughs. “Was he trying to get a repeat this past Saturday?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “He did not take the news of me having a boyfriend too well, but we are in a good place now.” 
 
    “Did James beat him up?” 
 
    "No," I say. "They barely spoke. Best to keep them apart." 
 
    “Little player, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” I say. “I made out with Lexi at the beginning of February and then started dating James, like, six weeks later. No overlapping.” 
 
    “I’m only joking,” Diana says. "We're going to watch a movie Saturday night as well at my house if you want to join. Unless someone is too busy with a…Mr. Fox?" Diana says suggestively and I just roll my eyes at her. "Come on, Arya!" Diana pleads. "I already told you that I'm living my dating life vicariously through you! You have to keep me in the loop!" I turn to my locker, ignoring Diana and her pleas. "Are your parents home this weekend? Are you going to bring him over for another 'sleepover'?" Not if James values his life. "Engage in some more heart-racing activities?" 
 
    "Diana, stop!" I say in a hushed whisper, trying to silence her, knowing that I have to make her stop before she says too much. I love Diana and I have told her a lot about James and me, the details seem to flow out of me when I talk to her. 
 
    “What?” Diana says. “You don’t want him in your bed again, with his perfect body, and wrap yourself around him and dig your claws into him like a savage beast?” 
 
    "I beg you to stop," I say to Diana. 
 
    “What about feeling his biceps and running your hands through his hair as he firmly grabs you and presses you into him?” Diana goes on. 
 
    “Diana!” I say more loudly. 
 
    "Hey, Diana!" James says happily, coming up from behind Diana to stand with the both of us, with a huge grin on his face, obviously from the conversation that he's just overheard. Diana is so shocked by seeing him and looks at me to give me apologetic eyes. I respond with eyes that sarcastically say, 'It's perfectly alright that you discussed me making out with my boyfriend and he heard you'. "Sorry to interrupt your conversation," James says as if we had been discussing something important and he wasn't just standing behind Diana to soak up the compliments while I begged her to stop. 
 
    "Didn't interrupt anything," Diana says, still in a slight state of shock which rarely ever happens to her. 
 
    “Good,” James says and then turns to me. “I was just coming to ask if you wanted to come over for dinner tomorrow night? Grace and Rachel have both been asking when you are coming over next.” 
 
    I’m glad to hear that Grace and Rachel still like me coming over to the house. “Of course!” I agree. 
 
    "Great!" James says to me. "I'll pick you up at 5:30 pm." And then he turns to Diana, "I'll see you in Biology, Diana. I hope me sitting in front of you won't be too much of a distraction." And then he winks at her before walking away. 
 
    Diana leans back against her locker, closes her eyes, and slowly bangs her head against it. "It wasn't that bad," I say to her. 
 
    She turns her head towards me, still leaning it against the locker, and opens her eyes. "I said, 'dig your claws into him like a savage beast'." 
 
    “He won’t tell anyone,” I assure Diana with a friendly hand on her shoulder. “He’ll never let you forget it, but he won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Kill me now!” Diana shouts to the ceiling.  
 
    *** 
 
    Even with our busy schedules, James and I always made sure we made time for our friends. Surprisingly, these past couple of weeks of us being together is probably the most time James has spent hanging out with his friends in the past two years. Instead of making excuses to not hang out with them or bailing on them, he continually seeks to spend any free time he has with them, as limited as his free time is. And I continue to hang out with my friend group as well, always making time for them and always saving Friday night for game night with them, which James has joined in on twice so far. One thing James and I agreed on is that we would always have lunch with our friend groups, which seemed to be a perfect balance. It seemed perfect, like a dream you didn't want to end.  
 
    "My mom made fudge for anyone that wants a piece," Teddy says as he lays out a block of fudge cut up into squares at the center of our table. Everyone greedily goes in and grabs a piece and quickly starts eating it. 
 
    “So good!” Eleanor says, licking her fingers. 
 
    “I’m going to grab my water bottle. Forgot it in my locker,” I say, getting out of my chair. “Be right back.” 
 
    And then I run into her in the middle of the cafeteria. 
 
    “Arya!” Lisa shouts. “Just the girl I’ve been looking for!” 
 
    I give her a weird look, confused as to why she would want to talk to me at all. “Why?” I ask. 
 
    "I just found out some very interesting news about you," Lisa says with a smile on her face. 
 
    “And what would that be?” I ask, curious to see what she says, crossing my arms. 
 
    "I know why you left West Side," Lisa says in a whisper so that no one else can hear, not that anyone is listening to us. 
 
    “You think you know, do you?” I ask, trying to be confident in myself. There’s no way she could have figured it out. Who would have told her? It can’t be what I think. Someone must have lied to her. At least that’s what I hope. I want her to tell me a lie, a rumour that someone came up with so that I can deny it because I couldn't bear it if the truth came out of her mouth right now. 
 
    "I do," Lisa whispers smugly. "So should you tell them, or should I?" Lisa gestures to the entire cafeteria.  
 
    “If you’re just going to blather on about some rumour that you heard about me then I suggest you save your breath and the embarrassment and get out of my way," I whisper back, glaring at her. 
 
    “So I guess I’ll tell them then!” Lisa says in a loud voice, drawing the attention of everyone in the cafeteria as they all turn around to look and see what is about to happen. “So I’m sure many of you are wondering why Arya Secord, a former West Sider, switched to our school halfway through Grade 11.” I guess she’s really doing this. “I was always curious as to why you decided to switch schools, Arya.” I bet you only became curious when James started taking an interest in me. “And it turns out, no one, not even anyone at West Side knows why you left. There one day, gone the next.” I feel his presence before he even says a word. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing, Lisa?” James says, coming up beside me. 
 
    “Does James know?” Lisa asks me. “Does he know what you did?” I just glare at her. “Of course not. There’s no way he’d stay with you if he knew the truth.” I can feel James look at me for a second as I continue to glare at Lisa. I never told him the truth, I can’t, and I know he is now thinking in his mind why. "Last chance, Arya," Lisa says to me. Please don’t be what I think it is. “Fine. I found out from a reliable source why you left West Side Academy. And I found out the reason no one knows why you left is because the principal tried to cover it up. They recorded that you left because of issues with one or more students, but it was far more than that, wasn’t it?” 
 
    "Lisa, you need to stop," James says. Even though he doesn't know the truth, he doesn't want me exposed like this, or maybe he's just scared of what she is about say? 
 
    “You need to know more than anyone, James,” Lisa says to him and then turns to me. “You falsely accused a guy at your school of rape.” Everything goes silent at the word rape. I continue to just stare at Lisa, knowing that everyone is looking at me, knowing that James cannot believe what she has just said. I feel my heart racing in my chest. “You spray painted ‘RAPIST’ on a boy’s locker, and they caught you before anyone at the school saw it. But he didn’t rape you. You falsely accused a boy of raping you and to protect him, they covered it all up and then forced you to leave West Side. That’s why you’re here, Arya. It was more than just having issues with another student, you committed a felony against another student, trying to ruin his reputation.” Lisa stares at me. Who told her? How did she find out? Who would benefit from telling her? “Am I just blathering on about some rumour, Arya?” 
 
    I just stand there, not knowing what to do or what to stay. I’m in a state of shock. I never thought this would happen. I knew Lisa didn’t like me, but I never thought she would go this far. What lengths did she go through to get that information? 
 
    I hear his voice in my head from that day. ‘If anyone ever finds out about why you left, you will tell them…’ 
 
    "Arya," James says beside me, interrupting my thoughts, but I don't want to look at him. I don't want to watch that face fall apart when I answer the question I know he's about to ask me. "Arya," he says more sternly, grabbing my hand and forcing me to turn to face him. I look into his eyes and see the concern, the fear, and I know I can't do this. I pull away from his grip, away from him and all these people staring at me, trying to get out of the cafeteria as fast as I can. But James runs around a table and cuts me off, staying an arm's length from me, knowing that I'm fragile and not wanting to get too close to me. "Tell me what's going on, Arya," he says as if he were talking to a frightened deer in the forest, trying to calm it down. 
 
    I feel tears starting to fill in my eyes and he comes up close to me, unable to resist protecting me. “Arya, just tell me the truth,” he says so quietly that no one else can hear, “I will believe whatever you tell me.” I look into James’ eyes and they are waiting, searching for the truth because he can’t believe what Lisa said is true. He can’t fathom it. 
 
    "I'm sorry, James," is all I say, not wanting to repeat what Lisa has already said about me. 
 
    “It’s not true,” James says, not believing it himself. “It can’t be. Just tell me she’s lying. You don’t have to explain everything, just tell me it’s not true.” His eyes are pleading with me to tell him it’s not true, that Lisa really hates me so much that she would make up some horrible lie about me. 
 
    "I can't," I say. "Everything she said is true. I'm so sorry, James." And then he lets me go, he lets me walk past him, leaving him in a disbelieving state. I go to the girl's bathroom because it's the only place to get away from all the judgmental eyes and hushed whispers. Going into the last stall I let out the tears I was holding in, not wanting to shed them where people could see. 
 
    “Arya!” I hear a familiar voice call. “Arya, we know you’re in here!” It’s Diana. She knocks on the bathroom stall. “Arya, please tell us what’s going on.” I stay silent because there are no words. 
 
    “Arya, please,” I hear Eleanor’s voice say. “We are your friends.” 
 
    "Arya!" a voice shouts having just walked into the bathroom and I recognize it immediately. "Arya, it's me." Mia slams her hand on the bathroom door. "Please come out and talk to me." Rubbing the tears from my eyes, I come out and see Diana, Sarah, Eleanor and Mia all standing in front of me. Mia immediately hugs me, hoping that her hug can at least help with some of the pain. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. This was supposed to be a fresh start. A getaway,” I say, hardly able to speak. 
 
    "I know," Mia says, still holding me. 
 
    "It's all ruined," I say into Mia's shoulder. 
 
    "It's not," Mia reassures me. 
 
    I pull away from Mia. “I’m so sorry, Mia. First West Side and now East Side. I’m ruining everything for you.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. Arya,” Mia starts and searches my eyes. “He’s the one that ruined everything.” 
 
    “But I’m the one that lost control,” I say to Mia, knowing the other girls are listening. “I spray painted ‘RAPIST’ on his locker out of anger, wanting to ruin him. They forced me to leave West Side to protect both of our reputations, covering up everything so that no one would know what I did. And then Mom and Dad forced you to transfer with me.” 
 
    The girls all look at each other, surprised by what I've said, and who could blame them? Will they even want to be friends with me anymore? 
 
    But Mia stays looking straight at me. “Arya, you did it...” 
 
    “I went overboard.” I say sternly. “And I can live with it. I was the one who lost control and let her emotions take over.” And then I walk out of the bathroom, not wanting to face the people that care about me the most because I have let them down. I think about something James said to me when we first met, about trying to outrun your problems. ‘No matter how fast you run, they always seem to catch up with you’. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 – What I’ve Done 
 
    “Put to rest what you thought of me / While I clean this slate / With the hands of uncertainty / So let mercy come and wash away / What I've done” – What I’ve Done, Linkin Park 
 
    Arya 
 
    The rest of the day was a nightmare. I’ve never been the topic of everyone’s discussion before and as I sit in class, walk the halls, I know that I’m what everyone is talking about. I hear them hush people when I walk through the halls, I know they are staring at me, judging me, thinking ‘What type of girl does that?’. James doesn’t approach me again and I don’t blame him. I shut my friends out who can’t believe what they have heard. But I am fortunate that they don’t shut me out. They don’t want to abandon me at my lowest point. 
 
    “Arya,” Diana says at our lockers. “If you want to talk, we are always here to listen.” 
 
    “You already know everything.” I say. “Everyone does.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s true.” Diana says. “I think there’s a lot more to the story that you won’t tell us.” 
 
    “I did do what she said.” I say. “All of it was true.” 
 
    "I don't think you would have done it without a good reason," Diana says. "I think you are hiding something, Arya. What did he do to you? What did they do to you?" 
 
    "I told you, we had an argument, and this is what I did to get back at him," I say. 
 
    “That guy at the party,” Diana says. “He’s the guy…” 
 
    “Leave it,” I say. 
 
    “It was him though,” Diana says. “He said you guys had a disagreement before…” 
 
    “We did,” I say. “We had a disagreement and then I lost my temper, I lost control. I did something really bad to get back at him.” 
 
    “Arya.” 
 
    “They tried to save both our reputations by sending me away. And as karma works, in trying to ruin his life, I ruined mine.” And then I slam my locker and walk away. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Arya!” Mia yells at me while knocking loudly on my bedroom door. “It’s time for dinner!” 
 
    "I'll be down in a minute!" I yell at her, sitting at my desk doing homework.  
 
    I am still waiting for the gossip and rumours about me at East Side to stop. It’s been a week and I’m still waiting to no longer be the topic of everyone’s conversation. I’m waiting for the stares and whispers to stop. Some people make comments to me like, ‘Do you accuse every guy you sleep with of rape?’ or ‘Falsely accusing someone of rape is as bad as if you were the rapist’ or ‘What did he ever do to you? You could have ruined his life!’. The messages in my inbox and posts on my wall are far worse though. People are confident when they have a computer screen to hide behind. They say the cruelest things to me, ‘Kill yourself’ or ‘Scared of your Catholic family finding out you have loose morals?’ or ‘We don’t want West Side’s trash at our school’.  
 
    I don’t think I am a bad person, but all these people think I am, and all the hate mail is becoming too much. I ended up deleting my account. I couldn’t respond to anything and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I’m a leper. I’m the person everyone loves to hate right now. Everyone has agreed that I am a terrible person and have joined together to bring me down. To make me feel so terrible about myself that I just leave East Side. That’s their goal, that’s what they want, and they will cheer amongst themselves if they make my life so miserable that I break. They just see someone that deserves all the hate they are throwing at me. They don’t see the person suffering because of it.  
 
    Mia opens the door and walks in to sit on the bed. “You can’t keep doing this.” 
 
    “What?” I say to her, not looking up from my work. 
 
    "Shutting yourself in your room all night, only coming out for dinner, barely making conversation with anyone, not leaving the house unless it's school, work, or soccer," Mia says. "Mom and Dad are getting worried, I overheard them talking. It's been a week now, Arya. I've given you a week, but you can't continue like this." 
 
    “We talk,” I say, turning to her. Mia is the only one I can just be myself around this past week. She’s one of the four that knows the whole truth. When it’s just us, we can pretend that everything is okay, and that the outside world doesn’t exist. But I think she’s done with that now.  
 
    "Arya, it's not the same," Mia says. "What about James?" Mia asks. Just his name pulls at my heartstrings and makes it ache. 
 
    “He won’t talk to me,” I say bluntly. “And I don’t blame him.” 
 
    “Have you thought about telling him the whole story?” Mia asks, venturing into unknown territory. 
 
    “What do you think?” I say unkindly, irritated that she would even ask the question. But I immediately regret my tone with her. “I’m sorry, Mia, I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “I know, Arya. You trust him though, don’t you?” Mia says. 
 
    "This isn't about trust, Mia," I say. 
 
    “He would never tell,” Mia comments. “If you asked him to, he wouldn’t tell a soul.” 
 
    “I can’t do that to him,” I say. “And I don’t know how he would react if I told him.” 
 
    “He deserves to know, Arya,” Mia says. “I see him in the hallway, he looks so miserable.” 
 
    “I don’t want to bring him into this mess, Mia,” I say, feeling tears in my eyes and she comes up to me and hugs me. “He doesn’t deserve it. This is my fault. I have to accept responsibility for what I did. Anger can make you do crazy things.” 
 
    "Arya, look at me," Mia says, holding my face in her hands so that we are looking at each other face to face. "I was always jealous of you in high school. You were so happy and carefree, you had everything going for you. Smart, amazing soccer player, great friends, beautiful, I just couldn't wait to be in high school and be just like you. But as perfect as your life appeared at West Side, as happy as you were there, I have never seen you happier than when you were with James." 
 
    “Mia…” I say. 
 
    "You have always been there for me, Arya," Mia says, letting her hands fall from my face. "I just want to be there for you, Arya. You have always helped me and given me advice, now it's my turn to give you advice. You need to tell James the truth, he will understand. He wants to understand, he wants to be a part of whatever mess this is. Tell him, Arya. That West Side jerk has already taken too much, don't let him take away your happiness, don't let him take away James. You can't let one person ruin your life. You can't let him win." 
 
    “Mia, this is my fault,” I say. “I have to accept the consequences. I knew what I was doing that day. Vandalism isn’t exactly a healthy way to express your anger.” 
 
    “Anything you would have changed about that day?” Mia asks. 
 
    I ponder the question. “Would have done it on Thursday instead of Wednesday,” I say and we both laugh. 
 
    Then my phone rings and I see the caller and just ignore it like I've been doing all week. "Who is it?" Mia asks. 
 
    “No one,” I say. 
 
    “Arya.” 
 
    “Really, no one,” I say. 
 
    "I don't believe it," Mia says and reaches for the phone, but I slap her hand away. We continue to fight over my phone until I take it and jump on the bed holding it up out of Mia's reach and we are both laughing. 
 
    “Arya!!” I hear my dad’s voice calling from downstairs. I look to Mia and she just shrugs her shoulders. “Come down here! Now!” 
 
    “If you’re not telling me something…” I say to Mia. 
 
    “I swear I have no idea,” Mia says honestly. “I was just told to bring you down for dinner.” 
 
    I jump down from the bed, with Mia following behind me as I venture to the staircase and then I see him inside the front door, talking and joking with my dad. The town’s favourite hockey player has come to my house. I walk down the stairs slowly with Mia just behind me. 
 
    “Arya,” Dad says, all smiles for the hockey superstar in our house. “This fine young man is here to see you.” 
 
    “Great.” I force a smile at my dad. 
 
    “I won’t take too much of her time, Dr. Secord,” Lexi says to my dad. 
 
    “No problem, Lexi," Dad says. "Take all the time you need." I roll my eyes. Hockey is big in this town, so my dad is more than happy to leave me with the town's superstar player. "Mia," Dad says, "let's go help your mother with dinner." And then they leave us at the front door. 
 
    “Your dad still likes me.” Lexi smiles.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Lexi?” I say, crossing my arms. 
 
    “You wouldn’t answer any of my phone calls,” Lexi says.  
 
    “There’s a reason for that,” I say. 
 
    “Look, Arya,” Lexi says, “I know we’re not together, but it doesn’t mean we can’t be friends. I want to help you.” 
 
    I look at him and then I see his gold cross necklace coming out from his shirt that he always wears tucked underneath. A reminder that Lexi is from a Catholic family. Another point for him in my parents’ books. I walk up to him and grab the necklace to put it under his shirt. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lexi says, backing away from me. The necklace is back safe and sound under his shirt. 
 
    “I didn’t want a flashing symbol to remind my parents why you are the perfect guy,” I say, and he laughs. 
 
    I hear the sounds of pots and pans clanging in the kitchen and then my mom comes up to us. “Would you like to stay for dinner, Lexi?”  
 
    Lexi smiles sweetly at her. "No, but thank you, Mrs. Secord," Lexi says. "I have dinner waiting for me at my house." 
 
    “Okay, but you’re always welcome here, Lexi,” Mom says, and I roll my eyes. 
 
    "Thank you," Lexi says. "I was wondering if I could take could maybe talk to Arya for a bit if that's not too much trouble. I'm sorry for coming right before dinner." 
 
    “Of course!” Mom says enthusiastically. “Be my guest! You guys can walk the trail at the end of the road.” 
 
    And then my mom walks away happily back to the kitchen. Mom and Dad both know that James and I are no longer together. Something they could easily guess with how miserable I’ve been and that they haven’t seen him, and I haven’t met up with him. Thankfully that’s all they think is wrong. And now it looks like they are happy to match me up with this West Side hockey player that ticks off all the boxes a parent looks for in the guy their daughter is dating. Even dads can’t say no to hockey players dating their daughters. What is it about them? 
 
    “Your mom likes me too.” Lexi winks at me. 
 
    “Let’s just go before my dad forces you to stay for dinner,” I say, gesturing to the door. I put on my sandals as Lexi opens the door and we head out on the sidewalk towards the dirt trail that goes along the river. We walk in silence for a while before Lexi finally breaks it. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what happened now?” Lexi asks. 
 
    “Everyone knows,” I say. 
 
    “What really happened, Arya?” Lexi asks. 
 
    “I got very angry at a boy and then accused him of rape,” I say. “I spray painted it on his locker. Did you not get the memo?” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I say. 
 
    “It does,” Lexi says. “You told me, actually you promised me, that you weren’t…” he doesn’t want to say it, “raped. And I believed you. Should I still believe you, Arya?” 
 
    “I didn’t lie, Lexi,” I say. 
 
    “Then what did he do to you that you got you so worked up?” Lexi says. “I know you wouldn’t accuse a guy of…” 
 
    “I did, Lexi!” I yell at him. “Stop pretending like you know me and what I would and would not do.” 
 
    “Arya, you’re holding back…” 
 
    “Lexi, I am not going into this with you,” I interrupt him. 
 
    “Arya, I’m being very patient with you right now, but you are testing that patience,” Lexi says sternly. 
 
    “You know the truth,” I say. “There’s nothing more to say.” 
 
    “I’m doing this out of courtesy,” Lexi says. “Getting the story from you first before I do anything because I’m 99% sure I know who the guy is.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I say. 
 
    “It’s Henri,” Lexi says, and I look at him with a straight face. “I’m going to kill him, Arya. Just give me the ammunition.”  
 
    “I have none to give you,” I say. 
 
    “I know Henri is a jerk,” Lexi says. “I already hated him.” 
 
    “Leave it, Lexi,” I say. “I made a mistake. A big mistake. And now I’m paying the price for it.” 
 
    “Did you…” Lexi starts and then takes a breath. “Did you and him ever…” 
 
    “Just stop, Lexi,” I say, mortified that he is even asking me this. 
 
    “Arya, there is nothing to be ashamed about,” Lexi says. “If he did something…” 
 
    “Please stop,” I say. “There’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “You spray painted his locker, Arya,” Lexi says. “You spray painted rapist across it. Why would you do that if it wasn’t true?” 
 
    “Because I’m crazy and can’t control my anger,” I say. “I have plenty of references to call me a psycho bitch, batshit crazy, a tease, the list goes on, Lexi. Take your pick.” 
 
    ‘Do you know what guys say about you?’ he said to me. ‘That you’re asking for it. They say that some guy just needs to bend you over and fuck you so that you can get over yourself.’ 
 
    “Arya, I can’t help you if you don’t at least meet me halfway,” Lexi says. “I want to protect you.” 
 
    I stop on the trail and he stops with me to face me. Hurt him, Arya. Break him. That’s the only way he’ll let it go. “I’m not yours to protect.” 
 
    “Arya.” 
 
    “I’ve never been yours, Lexi. We kissed. Once. That’s it,” I say. “I don’t want your help.” 
 
    “You’re shutting me out,” Lexi says. “Just tell me the truth.” 
 
    “Leave me alone, Lexi,” I say sternly. “Just accept that good people do bad things sometimes. I’m not the ‘perfect girl’ you thought I was.” 
 
    “What did he do that you can’t tell me? Did he threaten you? Because I can…” 
 
    “Just fuck off, Lexi!” I yell at him, enraged. Hurt him, Arya. Make him angry. “I don’t need you to play the ‘macho guy’ and beat up a guy so that you can feel better about yourself.” Lexi glares at me. Push him, Arya. Push him over the edge. Make him hate you. “You want to beat him up to prove to everyone that no one messes with ‘your girl’. It has nothing to do with you caring about me. We never had a relationship, Lexi, and we never will. Accept it and move on.” 
 
    Lexi walks straight up to me to tower over me. “You have so many people willing to protect you and help you, but you just shut them all out,” Lexi says angrily. “I think something bad happened to you. I think Henri did something bad to you, but for some fuckin’ reason, you don’t want to tell anyone. I’ve tried, Arya. I’ve tried so bloody hard with you, but you aren’t budging at all.” Lexi takes a deep breath. “This mess you’re in, Arya,” he waves his finger in a circle in the air, “it’s your fault. You did this to yourself by not reaching out. And you deserve to be in it.” 
 
    Lexi turns away from me, walking back to where we came from. He hates me.  
 
    I wait a long time before coming back to the house. 
 
    “Where’s Lexi?” Mom says as soon as I walk through the door. 
 
    “He had to go home,” I say. 
 
    Mom frowns. “Oh,” she says. “I was setting aside dessert for him to take home.” 
 
    “Mom,” I say. “I’m not dating him, please stop treating him like a future son-in-law.” 
 
    “But he’s so handsome, Arya!” Mom says excitedly. “He’s a hockey player, his dad’s a doctor, he’s Catholic, he…” 
 
    “Mom!” I grab her. “Please stop.” 
 
    “I just thought he might be a nice person to have around considering you and James,” Mom says. “He’s a nice boy, Arya. You should at least think about it.” What would my mom say if she knew Lexi and I made out in the drama room closet when I was at West Side? 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I say to appease her. 
 
    “I left a plate of food for you on the table,” Mom says. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” I say. 
 
    “Arya,” Mom says. “I get that you and James were close, but you can’t let yourself go because of one boy. He’s clearly an idiot for not realizing what a great girl he had.” I’m not a great girl, Mom. If you knew the things I’ve done, you wouldn’t be saying that. 
 
    *** 
 
    I walk upstairs to my room after forcing half a plate of food down. I want to pretend everything is okay. I don’t want my family to worry about me. I’m trying to put on a brave face in front of them but locking myself away just seems to be so much easier. It’s selfish, I know, but I can’t help it.  
 
    I go into my closet, pulling back the curtain of clothes on the hangers to get to the back of it. It's just lying there in a dark green lump, discarded and forgotten. I kneel to pick it up and hold up the green dress that used to be my favourite. It's a long sleeve that flares out at the elbows and goes down to the knees. It's made of rich, thick material. A dress you could wear in the winter and would keep you warm. 
 
    'We were just having fun,' he said like it was no big deal. 
 
    I turn it around to look at the back. There’s a long silver zipper that runs down the back and it’s opened all the way. I couldn’t be bothered to do the zipper up when I threw it in the back of my closet. I just wanted it out of my sight. It reminds me of him and what he did.  
 
    ‘I’m not a fuckin’ mind reader, Arya!’ he yelled in my face. That one hurt. 
 
    This used to be my favourite dress. I loved wearing it on Christmas. I bought it in Montreal when we were visiting there. It was very expensive, but I pleaded with my dad and he gave in like he always does. Money is not an issue for him and if he could give me the world he would. 
 
    ‘I didn’t do anything wrong,’ he said to me. 
 
    Now my favourite, expensive dress just lies in the back corner of my closet. I couldn’t bear to throw it away, but I know I’ll never wear it again. I can’t. All the good memories that this dress has experienced don’t compare to the one bad experience. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do, Arya?’ he asked, knowing I can do nothing. 
 
    I cannot bear to put this dress on again, knowing what happened in it. Why am I keeping it if I know I’ll never wear it again? Throwing it away wouldn’t be good enough.  
 
    ‘You are never going to tell anyone about this, ever.’ 
 
    I need to burn it. Burn it and destroy the memories that this dress holds. 
 
    “Arya!” I hear my mom’s voice call. “Aunt Suzie’s on the phone!” 
 
    I throw the dress back where I left it and close the closet door. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 36 – Hear Me 
 
    “Hear me, I'm cryin' out, I'm ready now / Turn my world upside down, find me / I'm lost inside the crowd, it's getting loud / I need you to see, I'm screaming for you to please / Hear me” – Hear Me, Kelly Clarkson 
 
    Arya 
 
    I thought about what Mia said to me, about telling James the truth, the whole truth behind the scandal. The truth that still only four people know about. A fifth person was not meant to be added to the list, ever, under any circumstances, but yet, I still think about what Mia said. What would James do if he knew the whole truth? Would he be able to keep it to himself? Would he be able to hold onto a truth and keep it a secret for the rest of his life? Would he keep this secret if I asked him to or would he have to seek justice like I tried to do and failed miserably? I trust James and I want to tell him everything, I want to explain the entire story so he can see my side of what happened so that he no longer thinks of me as a monster. It's bad enough having everyone at this school thinking I falsely accused someone of rape, but having James think that is unbearable. But I don't want to bring him into this terrible mess of my life because once I let him into the mess, he'll never be able to get out. And I don't want to be the one to take that choice from him. The less he knows, the better for him. He's safe this way. 
 
    “Arya!” I hear a voice from behind me and turn away from my locker, the voice snapping me out of my distant thoughts. “How are you?” Malcolm asks me, concern on his face. 
 
    “How do you think?” I answer. 
 
    “Probably not great,” Malcolm says. “I’m sorry for not coming up to talk to you earlier. I didn’t know…” 
 
    "It's fine, Malcolm," I say, interrupting him so that he doesn't have to search for words I don't think he'll be able to find. 
 
    “He misses you,” Malcolm says. 
 
    “He doesn’t want to talk to me,” I say. “And I don’t blame him.” 
 
    “I know there is more to the story than what Lisa told us,” Malcolm says. “I know you are a bit crazy, but not that crazy.” 
 
    “You called me psycho bitch.” I smile at him and he laughs. 
 
    “Okay, yes,” Malcolm says. “But I was wrong. You are passionate, passionate beyond belief. That’s why James likes you so much. I have never seen him as happy as he was with you. Even before his dad died. Whatever the real story is, whatever you are trying to hide, don’t. Not from James. I can’t stand seeing him going back to how he was before. You brought him back to life, Arya, you can’t leave him now.” 
 
    “He already knows everything, Malcolm,” I say. “Just like everyone else.” 
 
    “I don’t buy it. Arya, I don’t know what happened to you or what happened between you and this guy, but it’s not worth losing your relationship with James over,” Malcolm says. “If there is even a chance you can save the relationship, you have to take it. Don’t let a mistake ruin your life.” 
 
    I look Malcolm in the eyes and blink back the tears that want to form. “When did you become so philosophical?” I ask him. 
 
    “I’m a man of many talents, Arya,” Malcolm says smiling. “Don’t let my looks fool you.” I roll my eyes at him. “Don’t roll your eyes at me, it’s your fault for missing your chance with me.” 
 
    “Oh ha-ha!” I say, slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Please consider what I say,” Malcolm says sincerely. “You were meant for James. I’d hate to see both of you miserable because you didn’t let him know the full story.” 
 
    "Thank you, Malcolm," I say. Malcolm and I have become friends since James and I started dating. Surprisingly, he's the one I've become the closest with of James' friends. The guy who hit on me and my sister is gone, and he has been nothing but a funny and sincere friend with me. I hug him and he hugs me back. The embrace of a friendship, of someone that cares about me. I've been pushing so many people away that it feels good to have Malcolm wrap himself around me. A guy who cares so much for his friend's happiness. A guy who I initially hated has become a close friend. 
 
    *** 
 
    "James," I say, standing beside his opened locker. He's alone, organizing his soccer bag. It's the first soccer game of the season and the boys are playing away, so he'll need to get on the bus soon. 
 
    “What?” he says, continuing to organize his bag, not looking at me. 
 
    "James, we need to talk," I say softly. 
 
    “About?” he asks. 
 
    "You know what," I say. 
 
    "I thought you told me everything," James says irritated. 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” I say to him while he continues to avoid eye contact with me. “I did not want you to find out about my past that way.” 
 
    James stops what he’s doing and turns to me. “You had so much time and so many opportunities to tell me, but you didn’t. But you weren’t ever going to tell me though, I know that.” 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “There is more to your story,” James says. “But you don’t trust me enough to tell me.” 
 
    “No, James, just listen…” I say. 
 
    “Was he your boyfriend?” James asks. 
 
    “No, you know that…” 
 
    “Did you sleep with him?” James asks. He’s taunting me, he’s trying to get the truth out of me by pushing me to the edge. 
 
    “James, please…” 
 
    “Did you sleep with him and then regret it, Arya?!” James raises his voice at me. He doesn’t know what he’s saying. 
 
    "You really think I would do that?" I almost want to say yes. Take all the heat on me, because it's what everyone thinks anyway. Everyone thinks I had sex with a guy and then regretted it, so I called him a rapist. Or, my favourite, that he and I got into an argument after sleeping together. That I wanted more from him, but he just saw me as something to fuck so I called him a rapist to protect my reputation. Maybe I should go along with that story. Fuckin' high school. Everyone has their own story of what happened. 
 
    “I don’t know what to think anymore, Arya,” James says. “You won’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “James, I’m not the person everyone is making me out to be,” I say. 
 
    “Then who are you, Arya?” I stay silent. “Did he hurt you, Arya?” James asks honestly. The answer to this question will change everything. It will change how he looks at me. 
 
    He hurt me physically and emotionally. He hurt me in my soul. He hurt me in a place that I had never felt pain before. I felt helpless. I felt trapped. I had to see him all the time, knowing the truth about him while everyone else saw him as a god. Instead of lying down, like he was hoping, he ignited a fire in me, but I was the one that got burned. I don't know what I was hoping for with this conversation with James. Maybe I thought after a week that we could move on. But that was stupid. How can you move on from this? "No," I say, "he didn't hurt me." Better for James to stay away from me. Better for him to hate me than to bring him into a mess he doesn't deserve to be in. Malcolm and Mia's voices are distant. I don't even hear their advice anymore. I just hear my heart telling me to protect James, even if that means letting him go. 
 
    “Really, Arya?” James asks softly because he doesn’t believe me. 
 
    “I told you, I tried to ruin his reputation,” I say. “He angered me, and I tried to ruin his life. It backfired.” 
 
    “Would you have done that to me? If I upset you, would you try to ruin my reputation too?” James asks. 
 
    “How can you even say that?” I say. I cannot believe James would ask me that. It’s like it’s someone else, this isn’t the James I know. 
 
    “I shared everything with you, Arya!” James yells in my face. “I left nothing out, I told you everything, about my dad, about things I have never told anyone, but you can’t do the same for me! You are holding back from me. I can see it in your eyes. I don’t know what to do to make you tell me the truth. I’m all out of options, Arya. I can’t be with someone who keeps secrets from me.” 
 
    “James,” I say. “You told me once that people are entitled to their secrets.” 
 
    “Don’t throw that at me,” James says. “This is bigger than that and you know it. I can’t understand why you would call someone a…” he doesn’t want to say it, he shakes his head, “and you won’t let me understand because you won’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t care why I came to East Side,” I say. 
 
    “This is different, Arya,” James says. “You are not the person I thought you were. The girl I knew would never do something like this. And if what you’re saying isn’t false, if you were…” he still doesn’t want to say it, “raped, I know you wouldn’t keep it from me. You can’t keep those things from someone you’re in a relationship with, Arya. I want to know what he did. I want to know what he could have done to make you so angry that you spray painted rapist on his locker. OR if he actually did do what you accused him of, and you are just not telling anyone the truth. You have to tell me, Arya. You have to tell me the truth. I promise I will believe you. And I will protect you. I told you, there’s no one I’m afraid to stand up against for you.” 
 
    He’s a monster, I want to tell James. He’s a sick person. But I can’t tell him. ‘You are never going to tell anyone about this, ever.’ 
 
    “I’m sorry, James. I shouldn’t have come here,” I say, knowing that there is nothing I can do to save this relationship. I’m admitting defeat. I start to turn away from him. 
 
    “So that’s it?” James says and I look back at him. “You’re throwing us away?” he gestures between the two of us. 
 
    “I guess I am,” I say, the words painful coming out of my mouth. “I’ll stay away from you.” 
 
    "Stay away from my friends as well, Arya," James says angrily. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I say, surprised by the comment. 
 
    “I saw you yesterday with Malcolm.” James says. “I saw you two hugging in the hallway.” 
 
    “That didn’t mean anything.” I say. “He was just comforting me as a friend.” 
 
    "He's my friend, Arya," James says, pointing to himself. "Not yours. I don't want to watch you sinking your teeth into him or any of my other friends." 
 
    “James…” I start. 
 
    “I was fine before you came to East Side and I’ll be fine if we never cross paths again.” James throws his soccer bag over his shoulder and shuts his locker. “I have a soccer game to get to.” And then he just walks away from me. 
 
    And all I can do is stare after him.  
 
    How can one person cause so much destruction? The point of leaving West Side was to escape him, to get a fresh start. But he’s still here. He’s still ruining everything. 
 
    ‘Do you know what guys say about you?’ he said to me. ‘They call you a prude, Arya. That you purposely make yourself look as desirable as possible, just so you can reject guys. That it’s a game to you. That you’re asking for it. They say that some guy just needs to bend you over and fuck you so that you can get over yourself. Knock you down a couple of pegs.’ 
 
    I tried to ruin him. I wanted him to pay. But I’m the one that’s losing everything. I slam my hand on James’ locker out of anger and frustration. 
 
    “Ohhh…” I hear a guy call out. “Watch out for the West Side princess’ temper tantrum!” 
 
    Everyone in the hallway just laughs as they look at me. It's lunch so there are only about ten people in the hallway in scattered groups of two or three. "Going to spray paint James' locker now?" someone hollers. 
 
    I just want to feel my emotions. I just want to be angry, but I can’t do that anymore. Not without being ridiculed. 
 
    “Oh, don’t piss her off now,” another guy calls. “She’ll spray paint your locker too!” 
 
    I have to get away. When I turn to leave the hallway, I run into a tall, strong guy with tanned skin and black spiked hair, who is purposely blocking my way. “Leaving so soon?” He smiles at me. 
 
    “Be careful not to touch her,” I hear a male voice say coming up behind me. “She might call you a rapist too.” And then I feel a hand on my hip that moves under my shirt to touch my bare stomach. I feel him pressing his hips into me. “I’m curious, is this rape?” he says into my ear. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I say and then turn away from him, out of his grip, to now face him, my back to the other guy. He’s just slightly taller than me. Messy brown hair and a cocky grin. 
 
    “Careful, I like girls with a feisty side to them,” he says to me. “You know, most guys are scared of you. Scared that you are going to call them a rapist if they do anything to you, but not me. I see it as an opportunity. Because why would anyone believe the girl who cried rape?” 
 
    I turn to leave, to get away from these two guys I’m sandwiched between. When I try to turn away, the tall guy pushes me to the other guy that is enjoying taunting me too much. Crashing face first into him, I feel his hands on my hips, his fingers looping around my jeans belt loops so he can hold me close to him. I push myself away from him, but he just holds me closer, enjoying every minute of this. 
 
    He smiles at me and I know that no one in this hallway is going to step in. They are just going to watch, eagerly waiting to see how far this will go. “The hotter the girl, the crazier she is. You seem to fit that description perfectly,” he says to me. I don’t like how close his face is to mine. I can feel his breath on me.  
 
    “Get your hands off of me,” I say sternly, glaring at him. 
 
    “We’re just gonna have a bit of fun first,” he says, and then pushes me up against the lockers, trapping me there. He’s strong despite his lean body and I am sure he has no problem showing off that strength if he needs to. 
 
    “We’re in a fuckin’ hallway,” I say to him. Is he really going to do something more with everyone watching? I try to step on his foot, but my leg can’t move enough to get any impact. I push him, knowing that it’s no use, but I can’t just stand here and do nothing. 
 
    "Don't resist," he says. "It just turns me on more." He's a monster. He's sick. He doesn't care if the girl wants it or not. No, he's worse. He likes it if she doesn't want it. "I don't like easy girls. I like a challenge." He comes up close to my face as if he would kiss me, but both our eyes stay open, our noses almost touching. "You come to this school, walking around with your fancy outfits, perfect hair, perfect makeup, thinking that you are better than everyone. Thinking you are above every guy here. But it turns out you're just a West Side slut." He laughs. "I was curious about what was underneath all these clothes. I've wanted to bend you over and fuck you for a while now. Something that a lot of other guys want to do too." 
 
    The bell has to ring soon. It will be my only saving grace. Stalling him until the bell rings or a teacher comes. I turn my head away from him, praying for a bell to stop this madness. He takes his right hand away from my belt loop and feels under my shirt, across my stomach, starting to reach his hand down inside my jeans. I lift my knee to try and knee him where it hurts, but I barely make an impact. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” he says, taking his hand away. I stomp on his foot, and I finally make an impact. Enough that I can knee him between the legs and make an impact there too. “Fuckin’ bitch,” he says under his breath, and I know I hurt him. I turn to get away from him, but he grabs me, drags me, and then pushes me through the doors of the boy’s bathroom, throwing me up against the wall. “You are going to regret that,” he says to my face. He grabs a fistful of hair from the back of my scalp, tilting my head back. “You have a really pretty mouth,” he says. “There’s somewhere I’d like to see it.” 
 
    He starts undoing his belt buckle and I hear him undo the zipper of his jeans. I don’t hear anyone else in the bathroom and I fear that the bystanders in the hallway will just remain bystanders and ignore the terrible thing that is about to happen in here. Pretend that they had no idea. Say it wasn’t their problem. Are they afraid of stepping in? Do they think I deserve it?  
 
    “I trust you have done this before,” he says, pulling on my hair to try and get me to my knees. I resist, trying to get his hand off of me, but he just pulls harder. I hold back a scream, feeling my eyes water at the pain. When he kicks my shins to get me to the ground, I let the scream out, my knees slamming to the floor. I close my eyes, feeling the tears on my cheeks. I don’t want to see anything. He takes a stronger grip of my hair, weaving and digging his fingers in painfully, trying to pull me closer to him. I still try to resist, pulling away from him, but I know he’s enjoying this. And we both know who is the stronger one of the two of us. “You have five seconds before I smash your fuckin’ head against this wall.” I’d rather he smash my head against the wall. Knock me unconscious so I don’t have to remember this ever happened.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?!” I hear a voice say, coming into the bathroom. When I open my eyes, I just see a blur of two guys throwing my attacker away from me. I move from my knees to sit on the ground, leaning against the wall, frozen, trying to calm myself. 
 
    “What the fuck, man?!” the attacker yells at my saviours that I recognize as Grade 12 football players. My attacker is on the ground, trying to do up his pants. 
 
    “You need to leave her the fuck alone,” one footballer says over him. 
 
    “And you need to mind your own business,” the attacker says, getting up. 
 
    “If you don’t leave in the next five seconds, we will beat you to the ground,” the other footballer says, and the attacker just glares at them. The footballer grabs him by the collar of his shirt. “Fuckin’ leave!” he yells at him and then he starts dragging him to the bathroom door and throws him out. 
 
    I just curl my knees to my chest amid all the madness going on around me. 
 
    "You okay?" the one footballer comes up to me. He's big. He towers over me in height and width. I'd hate to be against him in any scenario. The other one is small but strong. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say softly, feeling more tears about to come. “I mean, thank you. I don’t want to think about what would have happened if you guys didn’t come in.” I run my hands through my hair, not looking at these footballers that saved me when everyone else was just going to let it happen. 
 
    The larger of the two comes up and sits next to me, leaning against the wall, while the shorter one just stands there in front of us. "I'm sorry that happened," he says. I can tell he doesn't know what he should say, but that's okay because I don't know what he should say either. Just being here is enough. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m supposed to say either. I just can’t believe how crazy he went and what he was going to make me do. The bell rings, signally lunch is over. For fucks sake, now the bell rings? 
 
    “Can we walk you to your locker?” the one standing says. Class and then our first soccer game. I don’t want to move. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I say. 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” the one on the ground says. I look at him and find him staring at me with a straight face. “Is there somewhere else I can take you? The office, outside, anywhere?” 
 
    "I should probably get to class," I say and look away from him to the ground, but I don't move. He must give a look to his standing friend because I hear the bathroom door open and then it's just the two of us. 
 
    "You're the West Side girl that everyone has been talking about," he says, and I just ignore him. My silence should confirm his answer. "I have a feeling you didn't falsely accuse anyone of anything." I turn my head to look at him. This is a guy I don't know that helped a stranger because he saw it as the right thing to do. That's it. It didn't matter who I was or what I've done.  
 
    I can’t stop the tears, so I just let them out. I don’t know what the tears are for exactly. Is it for being given the decision between giving a guy oral or having my head smashed? For the destruction of my life because of a West Side jerk? Or is it that things were going so well and now they are going so wrong and I don’t know how to fix it? He puts an arm around me, and I just lie my head on his shoulder, letting the tears out while he just sits there and lets me, never saying a word. He lets me cry through the warning bell and the final bell which means we are both late. Any time the door of the bathroom opens, he just yells at the person to get lost, which they quickly do for the large football player. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, lifting my head and drying the tears. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he says. I start to get up and he follows. “I’ll walk you to your locker.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” I say. 
 
    “I know it’s not,” he says. “But let me do it for my peace of mind over yours.”  
 
    I smile. “Thank you,” I say. “For you and your friend saving me when no one else would. For staying here when I just needed someone.” 
 
    “I’m a pretty good listener if you ever need as well,” he says. 
 
    “I might take you up on that,” I say, and then we finally leave that awful bathroom. 
 
    No POV – Before the attack 
 
    “What the fuck is going on in there?!” Alexander, the large Grade 12 football player, yells running towards the tall guy standing in front of the bathroom door. 
 
    “Nothing,” he says, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “You better move out of the fuckin’ way,” Sebastian, another Grade 12 football player, says coming up behind him. “He’s going to rape her!” 
 
    “They’re just having a bit of fun,” the guy says, and then they hear a female scream. 
 
    "Fuck this," Alexander says, and both of them easily wrestle the guy at the door, throwing him aside and rush into the bathroom to see a sight that they wish they could unsee. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 38 – Jealous 
 
    “'Cause you're too sexy, beautiful / And everybody wants a taste / That's why (that's why) / I still get jealous” – Jealous, Nick Jonas 
 
    James 
 
    "What took you so long?" Richard yells from near the back of the bus as I get on. Richard and Malcolm are sitting together on the right side, while Samson sits in front of them. I take the empty seat next to Samson and throw my bag under the seat, ignoring Richard's question.  
 
    “Everyone here?” Mr. Quirrel says as he steps onto the bus. 
 
    “Yup!” a bunch of guys call out and then the bus starts to leave the parking lot. 
 
    “Where were you, Fox?” Richard asks again, tapping me on the shoulder from behind. “You almost missed the bus.” 
 
    "None of your business," I say in a more irritated voice than I intended. 
 
    “Why are you so pissed?” Samson says, leaning against the window while I sit looking straight ahead. 
 
    "He's been like this ever since he started ignoring Arya last week," Malcolm says. 
 
    The sound of his voice saying her name aggravates me. I get up to put my knee on the seat so I can face all three of them. “You don’t know what you’re talking about Malcolm. Why don’t you just mind your own business for once in your life? Okay? And stop trying to butt into mine!” and then I sit back down. 
 
    “What’s your problem, James?” Malcolm says, and I can hear the anger building in his voice. I shouldn’t be angry with him, I shouldn’t yell at him, but I can’t help myself, the anger inside of me needs to come out. When I saw Malcolm hugging Arya yesterday, I wanted to punch him then and there. 
 
    “I saw you with her!” I turn and yell at him. 
 
    “I was trying to get her to talk to you!” Malcolm yells back at me. “You’ve been all miserable and closed off this past week! I was trying to help!” 
 
    “By hugging her?” I demand, already knowing that the hug was just between two friends, but unfortunately, the mind has a way of playing tricks on you. In my head, he wanted to hold her, he enjoyed having the little body enclosed in his arms. In my head, he smelled her hair, wondering why he doesn't just take her for himself now that her boyfriend has abandoned her. In my head, there's a part of him that still wants the only girl that's ever rejected him, that his best friend took the girl he liked first, so why shouldn't he take her back? “Trying to be a fuckin’ knight in shining armour for her?” 
 
    “It’s not like that and you know it!” Malcolm says back to me, the anger only growing inside of him. I’m pushing him to the edge and if I’m not careful, I might push too far. 
 
    “I don’t need your pity.” I say. “Don’t interfere in matters that have nothing to do with you. I don’t want Arya coming up to me to try and talk after she talked to you.” 
 
    “Is that why you were late?” Malcolm asks. “Were you talking to her?” 
 
    "Again, none of your business," I say angrily. 
 
    “Was she trying to explain her side of the story?” Malcolm asks and I just glare at him, “You know as well as I do that there is more to that story. What? Did you just cut her off? Did you let her explain?” 
 
    "She doesn't trust me," I say, still angry with Arya. "She won't tell me the whole story. She’s holding back from me but there’s nothing I can do to make her open up.” 
 
    “So you just gave up on her?” Malcolm says. “You don’t know what happened, James! Maybe no one knows. You can’t just give up on her now.” 
 
    “I asked her if that guy hurt her,” I say, “and she said no.” 
 
    “Do you believe her?” Samson asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say honestly. She didn’t blink when she said no. She made me believe that he didn’t hurt her, but I don’t know anymore. 
 
    “So just because she won’t tell you everything right now, you give up on her?” Malcolm says. “It’s been, what? A week? You closed yourself from us for two years, James! We’ve had to deal with you bailing on us, not talking to us for two years! And we never gave up on you. We remained your friends.” 
 
    "Malcolm, watch it," Samson warns. 
 
    “No!” Malcolm says to Samson. “I’m tired of it. I’m tired of tiptoeing around James’ feelings. I get it, James. You know I do. My mom ran away when I was five. I know when you lost your dad it was horrific. Nothing can ever fill the void of a missing parent, but I am not going back to how it used to be. I’m not going back to you closing yourself off from the three friends that care about you the most. That girl finally brought out the old you that we thought was gone forever.” Malcolm pauses, thinking about what to say next. “And I’m not letting you mess up the best thing that’s ever happened to you because you think this whole thing is about Arya not trusting you.” 
 
    “It is though!” I yell at him. “How can I be in a relationship with someone that keeps something like that from me? And now she won’t tell me anything. She won’t let me in.” It hurts me more than I describe that the only girl I have ever felt a connection with, the one person that I have shared everything with and have held nothing back for, can’t do the same for me. I let her in, I let her see all of me, good and bad, and she knew. She knew that but she won’t do the same thing for me. 
 
    “You can’t give up on her, James.” Malcolm says. “You know that deep down you can’t. Girls don’t spray paint ‘RAPIST’ on a guy’s locker for fun.” 
 
    “I think you dodged a bullet there, James,” I hear Daniel call from one of the seats at the back of the bus.  
 
    No POV 
 
    Daniel wasn't even listening to their conversation, but at hearing the name 'Arya' and 'rapist', he decided to join in. The truth was that Daniel, although he wouldn't admit it to anyone, was jealous of James. This Grade 11 is a soccer superstar and would have beat him out of the captain spot if he was a year older. Heck, he almost beat him out even though he was a Grade 11! And then, on top of that, he had been dating the new girl that had caught Daniel's attention. What was a Grade 11 guy in comparison to a Grade 12? Obviously, she would pick Daniel if he showed interest in her. But she didn't. He approached her, he talked to her, but no matter what he did, she always looked at James like he was the only person in the room. She always went to him and that was just another thing James had that Daniel wanted, but Daniel would never admit it. When he heard that they were no longer together, he thought this was his chance to have Arya to himself, there would be no James blocking his way. He knew James wouldn't be able to keep that girl satisfied. But when he found out why they had broken up, he knew that he couldn't go anywhere near that girl.   
 
    James 
 
    "She may be hot, but she's not worth going through that," Daniel says. "That Lisa girl did you a favour, Fox. No guy is going to want to date her now, scared that she may accuse him of rape if they touch her or piss her off." A bunch of the Grade 12 guys nod and grunt in agreement. "That poor guy, people just automatically believe the girl. Guys have no chance if a girl accuses them of rape, even if he did nothing wrong. I bet I know what happened." Daniel readjusts himself in his seat before telling his story, all the guys in the back hanging on his every word. "I bet it was the classic case that she slept with this guy, and then after, she wanted a relationship with him, but he said no. So, to get back at him she accused him of rape to protect her reputation so that she didn't look like a slut." All the Grade 12 guys call out in agreement with Daniel's prognosis. It sounds ridiculous coming from him. How could he think this about a girl he doesn't even know? It's not Arya. She would never do something like that, and hearing Daniel drag her name through the mud is just too much. "I dodged a bullet too!" Daniel exclaims. "I'm glad I never slept with that girl, even though I know she wanted it." Calm yourself, James, you can't start a fight on the bus. "She would have been begging me for a relationship afterward and then accused me of rape when I said no!" Daniel hive fives the open hand of the guy next to him. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Daniel,” I say to him. “Stop talking about her as if you know her at all.” 
 
    “Why do you care, James?” Daniel says. “She’s not your girl anymore.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can drag her name through the mud!” I yell at him. “Just because she showed no interest in you despite you trying to get her attention doesn’t mean you can insult her now because you think you have the upper hand.” I hit him where it hurts, and I can tell Daniel is heated with anger at the accusation that a Grade 11 girl rejected him. “What?” I smile at him. “Do you think she didn’t tell me about all the times you tried to flirt with her and talk to her? I let her handle it on her own because she didn’t need help dealing with some poor lovesick boy that couldn’t take a hint.” I hear ohhhing around me and I know that Daniel is not going to take this sitting down. 
 
    “What was she going to do, James?” Daniel says. “Accuse me of harassment? Accuse me of rape? Aren’t you scared that she’s going to do the same to you now that you’ve pissed her off by ending things with her?” 
 
    When he says this, I hear Arya saying, ‘How can you even say that?’, when I accused her of doing that to me. She was so shocked that I said it and I was too. She couldn’t believe that I would think that she would do that to me, and now? Hearing Daniel say it, I see how ridiculous it is and I can’t let these guys think that that thought ever crossed my mind. “No, I’m not,” I say confidently. “You need to shut up now, Daniel.” 
 
    “Or what?” Daniel says, starting to get up from his seat. “You know my story is probably partially right. Why else would you leave your girlfriend?” Because she doesn’t trust me with the truth. “If you didn’t think she did something wrong, you’d still be with her. The fact that you broke up with her just proves what everyone is thinking and saying about her.” That’s not it. I just can’t be with someone who doesn’t trust me. "Proves that she's not the perfect West Side angel everyone thought she was. Just another slut more concerned about her reputation than anything else. The girl who cried rape." 
 
    “Daniel!” Maurice says from the seat beside Daniel, taking his headphones off and having enough of this conversation. “Shut your mouth.” 
 
    “What’s your problem?” Daniel says to him. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to get involved in Grade 11 drama?” Maurice says. 
 
    “This is more than Grade 11 drama,” Daniel says and then turns to me. “Bet you’re glad you didn’t sleep with her now, hey Foxy?” I glare at him. “Or did you finally grow some balls and fuck her? I hope she was worth your reputation.” 
 
    I get up from my seat, not able to control myself anymore. His smirking face making my blood boil. “You are fuckin’…” 
 
    “Boys!” a voice calls from the front of the bus. I turn to see Mr. Quirrel walking his way through the aisle back to us, grabbing each seat as he does for balance. “What is going on back here?” 
 
    “Nothing, coach,” we all respond. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” Mr. Quirrel says unconvinced. “You guys better sort out your problems before the game. Without using your fists, I might add.” Mr. Quirrel just stares at us. He’s put so much effort into this soccer team that he can’t watch it fall apart because of, what seems like to him is, high school drama. “You are the captain, Daniel,” Mr. Quirrel looks straight at him. “Keep your guys in line, they look to you for leadership.” 
 
    “Ha!” I say out loud instead of keeping my thoughts in my head. 
 
    “What was that, James?” Mr. Quirrel turns on me. 
 
    "Nothing, Mr. Quirrel," I say and sit back down. 
 
    “Good,” Mr. Quirrel says. “We’ll be there in 10 minutes.” And then he makes his way back to the front of the bus. 
 
    “Better get your act together for the game, Fox,” Daniel taunts from behind, but I don’t even turn around. “Already lost the girl, would hate for you to lose your touch as well.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 – Torn 
 
    “I thought I saw a man brought to life / He was warm, he came around like he was dignified / He showed me what it was to cry / Well, you couldn't be that man I adored / You don't seem to know, or seem to care what your heart is for / But I don't know him anymore” – Torn, Natalie Imbruglia 
 
    Arya 
 
    "One more round," Lincoln says to me as I gather up all the cards. We have a substitute for History and since Lincoln and I have finished all our work, we convinced her to let us do readings to get ahead in the cafeteria. Of course, we are just playing cards instead because there are plenty of Grade 12 students on spare that are doing the same thing. We are on a window ledge seat, me sitting cross-legged with my back against the wall while Lincoln sits in the middle of the window ledge, with one leg dangling over the edge, facing me. 
 
    "You've already beaten me three times," I complain. 
 
    "Then we can play a new game," Lincoln suggests, taking the cards from me and shuffling them. 
 
    “I’m done,” I say. “No more.”  
 
    “Is there something you want to talk about instead?” Lincoln asks, still shuffling the cards to keep his hands busy. Lincoln was right when I first met him, he’s always been good at reading people, it’s like a sixth sense to him. 
 
    “What do you think of James?” I ask Lincoln. I never sought out his opinion on James before because I just fell for James immediately and it didn’t matter what anyone said about him, I would have still dated him. I did what James asked of me and stayed away from him and his friends, but it’s hard. You can’t just switch off feelings. I keep hoping that James and I can work it out somehow. 
 
    "I think he's a good guy," Lincoln says honestly. 
 
    “Lincoln…” I say, tilting my head to the side. 
 
    “I think he feels a bit betrayed right now, Arya,” Lincoln says. “He shared everything with you, but you didn’t do the same for him. Like you were hiding a part of yourself from him that he had to learn from Lisa of all people.” We both smile at each other about that. 
 
    “What do I do then?” I ask. “I tried talking to him. He says I’m not telling him the truth, that I’m hiding something from him.” 
 
    “Is he right?” Lincoln asks. 
 
    "Good people do bad things sometimes," I say. 
 
    “Fine. Keep your secrets. He’ll come around though,” Lincoln says. “Just give him a bit of time.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” I ask. 
 
    “He’ll come around,” Lincoln says with more emphasis. “I told you I’m good at reading people. Trust me on this.” 
 
    “How did I end up with such good friends?” I ask. “All of you have stuck by me throughout all of this, even when I tried to shut you out.” 
 
    “We’re not just going to give up on you or shut you out when you hit a low point, Arya,” Lincoln says. “True friends wouldn’t do that. When you are at your lowest point is when you need your friends the most.” 
 
    "I don't deserve you guys," I say. 
 
    "Oh, you definitely don't," Lincoln says jokingly and I slap him on the shoulder in mock anger. "But you are stuck with us." He smiles at me, but then asks, "You still okay? After what happened?" 
 
    He's talking about the attack from last week. The story around the school is that I went crazy and kneed a guy, who I've come to learn is named Eric, in the balls and he got pissed at me, threw me in the bathroom to try and fuck me, but then Alexander and Sebastian, my new favourite football players, stopped it before anything happened. I talked to both of them later. They told me they acted on impulse but looking back on it neither can believe that no one else in that hallway moved a muscle. It was only by chance that they were turning down the hallway and saw what happened in time to do anything. 
 
    “About as okay as you can be,” I say. 
 
    “Always here if you want to talk, Arya,” Lincoln says. 
 
    “I know,” I say. But it’s not something you want to just talk about. I told Diana the full story, but that’s it. I don’t want anyone else to know the details. I wonder if James knows what happened when he left that hallway? Even if he hates me, it would kill him. I hope he never finds out. 
 
    James 
 
    "I heard you guys won your game yesterday," Lisa says to me as I look through the microscope, trying to make notes to identify the different slides I put underneath. She's standing to my left with her microscope, while the rest of the class is a mixture of students at their desks and on their microscopes for today's lab. 
 
    "Yes," I say, not looking up from my work. 
 
    “You guys have been doing well this season,” Lisa says. “Three wins in a row!” 
 
    "Yup," I reply, hoping that she can take a hint that I don't want to talk to her. But it hasn't worked for the past two years, so why should I expect anything different now? 
 
    “And then you guys play West Side next Tuesday,” Lisa says. “That’ll be a big game.” 
 
    "It will be," I say. 
 
    "Are you nervous about the game?" Lisa asks. 
 
    "Would you two please be quiet?" Diana says irritated as she stands to my right with her microscope. "Some of us are trying to do work and need to concentrate." 
 
    "You're already done, Diana," Lisa says. "You're just double-checking your work because you make mistakes. You know, it's easier if you do it right the first time." 
 
    Diana turns from her work to glare at Lisa beyond me. "We all make mistakes, Lisa. It doesn't hurt to double-check your work. You should try it sometime." 
 
    "Is that why you only got a 97% on the last Biology test?" Lisa says. "By double-checking your work?" 
 
    These girls will be the death of me. "Guys, can you please stop," I say. I see them both glare at each other before going back to their work in silence and I continue mine. But it only takes two minutes for that silence to be broken. 
 
    “I hope they let us out for your game next week,” Lisa says. “Would love to see you play again, James.” 
 
    I hear Diana slam hear pencil on the table. “Would you stop?” she says angrily. 
 
    “What’s your problem, Diana?” Lisa says. “We’re just having a conversation. Can’t you just mind your own business?” 
 
    “Seriously? You of all people are telling me to mind my own business?” Diana says. “You’re the pathetic one that was so jealous of Arya’s relationship with James that you had to ruin it.” Diana’s talking as if I’m not here, listening to every word she says. “Well congratulations Lisa! You ruined their relationship and guess what? James still doesn’t want you.” Lisa’s face is filled with outrage and I snort a laugh at the two of them. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you, Fox.” She turns her anger towards me. 
 
    “What?” I say, genuinely surprised that she is upset with me.  
 
    "You just gave up on Arya, even when she's tried to reach out to you," Diana says. "You abandoned her when she needed you most. When the whole school turned against her, you were the first one. You made it okay for people to be cruel to her and to judge her." 
 
    "She doesn't trust me," I say. 
 
    "This isn't about you!" Diana exclaims. "She hasn't told me anything, but it doesn't mean I turn my back on her. She is lucky that she has me and the rest of our friend group that has stuck by her through this because you have been a terrible boyfriend. I expected more from you James," Diana says, disappointed in the person before her. "I expect cruelty from people like Lisa, but not you James." 
 
    I reflect on what Diana has told me. “Have people really been cruel to her?” I ask. The words just fall out before I can stop them, and I know that I have said the wrong thing. 
 
    Diana's nostrils flare and her eyes turn angrier if that's even possible. "Just open your eyes, James. Think about someone else other than yourself for a change. Think about what she must feel like right now. If the kind, popular James Fox turns his back on his girlfriend, why shouldn't everyone else? You made it open season on her. You are lucky she has thick skin." 
 
    “I’m sorry, Diana…” I begin. 
 
    "Don't listen to her," Lisa says from behind me. "Arya tried to ruin a guy's reputation and got kicked out of West Side. She kept this from you with no intention of ever telling you, so what does that say about her?" 
 
    “You don’t know anything, Lisa!” Diana yells at her. 
 
    “Ms. Bathory, Mr. Fox, Ms. Warrior,” we hear our Biology teacher, Mrs. Binns, call from behind us and we all turn to face her. “I hope you are finished with your lab,” she says. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Binns,” both Lisa and Diana say in unison. 
 
    Damn these girls. “Mr. Fox?” Mrs. Binns asks. 
 
    "Almost, Mrs. Binns," I say. 
 
    “Then please stop talking to these girls and get back to work,” she says and turns her attention to another student. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 – Don’t Let Me Down 
 
    “Crashing, hit a wall / Right now I need a miracle / Hurry up now, I need a miracle / Stranded, reaching out / I call your name but you're not around / I say your name but you're not around / I need you, I need you, I need you right now / Yeah, I need you right now / So don't let me, don't let me, don't let me down / I think / I'm losing my mind now / It's in my head, darling I hope / That you'll be here, when I need you the most / So don't let me, don't let me, don't let me down / Don't let me down” – Don’t Let Me Down, The Chainsmokers 
 
    Arya 
 
    "What's the matter, Arya?" Mr. Sprout says to me on the sidelines during halftime of our fourth soccer game. 
 
    "I don't know, Mr. Sprout," I say. To say that I have been underperforming in all our soccer games since the start of the season would be an understatement. I miss the net, I can't pass properly, I make too many mistakes and too many turnovers of the ball are my fault. It's like nothing can go right. And then the more I try to focus and do better, the worse I get. It's been happening for the past three games and now this one as well. 
 
    "Well, you better figure it out," Mr. Sprout says to me and then calls out, "Hansen!" One of the girls looks at him. "You're in for Secord." She nods to him and starts heading out to the field. 
 
    The ref’s whistle blows, signaling the start of the second half. We are up 2-1, but we should be doing better, I should be doing better. Despite me bringing the team down, they have still managed to remain undefeated. 
 
    “Here’s thinking that at one point I was worried that you were going to outshine me,” Isabella says to me before she goes to the field. “I guess it turns out I had nothing to be worried about.” And then she sprints off, happier than I’ve ever seen her before. 
 
    I can’t help it. I’m so frustrated with myself. I grab my water bottle and slam it into the ground while the other girls on the bench purposely look away from me, pretending that nothing is wrong. I scream. Why does this keep happening to me? 
 
    I wish I had known that as the anger was building inside of me, at the same time, on a different field, that someone else was having the same issues as me. 
 
    James 
 
    "He can't pass, he keeps missing the net and keeps losing the ball!" Daniel yells at Mr. Quirrel during half time of our fourth soccer game. I just sit on the bench, knowing that everything he's saying is right but for some reason, I can't change. It's been happening for the past three games and now this one too. The more I try, the worst it gets, and Daniel loves the opportunity to throw it in my face as much as he can. Even though I have been playing terribly, the team has still managed to stay undefeated so far. 
 
    “Calm down, Daniel,” Mr. Quirrel says to him. 
 
    “You need to bench him!” Daniel yells. 
 
    “I’ll handle it!!” Mr. Quirrel yells louder than I have ever heard, and it just silences everyone. The ref blows his whistle for the start of the second half. “King!” Mr. Quirrel calls and a guy from the bench stands up. “In for Fox.” He nods and then the whole team jogs out onto the field. I get up from the bench, still frustrated with myself. Why does this keep happening? “What is it, Fox?” Mr. Quirrel asks me. 
 
    "I don't know," I say. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Mr. Quirrel says. 
 
    No POV 
 
    Mr. Quirrel is still young, he still remembers what it's like to be in school, to be under pressure and feel like the world is on your shoulders. He's a coach, he's a teacher, but the most important thing he can do for his students and players is to try to lessen that burden and pressure they feel. Mr. Quirrel is also not oblivious. He's seen James and Arya together plenty of times to know that there was a relationship between them. He was embarrassed one day overhearing the female Physical Education teachers discussing in their office how they shipped the two of them. Clearly, James and Arya were no longer together, and it seems it has had a considerable effect on James' soccer performance.  
 
    James 
 
    "Whatever happened you can fix it," Mr. Quirrel says to me. I look at him questionably while he just stares out on the field at the game. Does he know? And if so, how much? "The answer is yes," Mr. Quirrel says as if he's reading my mind. "Teachers do know about the relationships of students, even when we don't want to." 
 
    "I messed up," I say, for some reason opening myself up to my soccer coach of all people. I think of what Malcolm and Diana both said to me. They're right. They're both right. Arya is the best thing that's ever happened to me and I just gave up on her when things got messy. "She did something bad, but I think she had a reason, but she won't tell me. I feel like she doesn't trust me." I can't believe I'm letting all my thoughts out to my coach on the side of the soccer field, but he doesn't seem to be phased by it. "I turned my back on her, I shut her out which made it okay for everyone else to do the same." Diana said I made it open season on her. Daniel said I proved to everyone that what they were thinking and saying about her was right. I left her to the wolves, only thinking about myself. "I let her down when she needed me the most." I consider what to say next. Mr. Quirrel is just silent next to me, still watching the soccer game.  
 
    “Sometimes we keep secrets or hold back the truth because we think we are protecting people,” Mr. Quirrel says. “Maybe she thought she was protecting you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Diana, you dropped your pen,” I say, reaching down for it and holding it up to her just outside Biology. 
 
    "Thanks," she says under her breath as if she's irritated by my help. She takes the pen from my hands and turns and walks away from me. 
 
    "Diana, I know you're pissed at me," I call after her, "but would you just…" and she's not stopping.  
 
    I walk fast down the hallways, so when I crash into Lincoln around the corner, all our books scatter across the ground. 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” Lincoln says, crouching to get his books. 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s my fault,” I say and pick up my books and then we stand to face each other. He probably hates me too, but just doesn’t show emotion like Diana. 
 
    “You good?” Lincoln asks, reading me immediately. 
 
    “Fine,” I say. 
 
    “Unlikely.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be nice with me,” I say. “I know you hate me as much as Diana does.” 
 
    Lincoln laughs. “She does have a quick temper, doesn’t she? But she means well. She cares for her friends, which is an important quality in a person. She’s just worried about Arya.” 
 
    “Which is why she hates me,” I say. 
 
    “She’s more so worried about another person trying to pull something like Eric did,” Lincoln says. “Refuses to let Arya walk the halls alone anymore.” 
 
    “Wait, what are you talking about?” I ask. 
 
    “You mean, you don’t…” Lincoln says. “Shit,” he says under his breath. 
 
    “What happened?” I ask. 
 
    “I have to get to class,” Lincoln says and walks around me fast. 
 
    “Wait!” I call after him, but he doesn’t turn around.  
 
    *** 
 
    Later that day, with the guys all at my locker, I ask them. “I have a question for you guys,” I say. 
 
    Samson and Richard are juggling a soccer ball between them while Malcolm is leaning against the lockers. 
 
    “Shoot,” Samson says, still concentrating on keeping the ball in the air. 
 
    "Lincoln mentioned something to me about not letting Arya walk the halls on her own, about being worried about something Eric did. Do you guys know anything about that?" I ask, and then I see them all freeze and look at each other. The ball drops to the floor, bouncing to the other side of the hallway. Richard runs to grab it and comes back slowly as if he doesn't want to be a part of the conversation. I look at all of them, but they don't look at me, they just look at each other. "What?" They are trying to decide who should talk first. "What is it?!" I yell at them. 
 
    “We don’t fully know,” Malcolm says, scratching his head. 
 
    "It's just a rumour, James," Samson says. "We don't know if it's true or not. Or how much of it is true." 
 
    “What don’t you know?” I ask. They look at each other. “Someone better tell me something and soon.” 
 
    “We thought it would be better if you didn’t know, James,” Richard says and Malcolm and Samson glare at him. 
 
    “Didn’t know what?” I ask. 
 
    "James," Malcolm says. "People are talking around the school. They're saying that Eric and Arya were talking, that she went crazy on him and kneed him in the balls, and then…" 
 
    “And then what?” I ask. 
 
    Malcolm looks to Samson. “He pushed her into the bathroom,” Samson says and then pauses so I can understand why. “But two Grade 12 football players went in there and stopped anything from happening.” 
 
    “He tried to…” I start. 
 
    “We don’t know, James,” Samson says. “People are just saying what they saw. We don’t know what really happened.” 
 
    “And you thought you should keep this from me?” I say. 
 
    “It’s a rumour, James,” Malcolm says. “We didn’t want to work you up over nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not nothing!” I yell at them. “He was going to…” 
 
    “James, we don’t know…” Richard says. 
 
    “Who were the football players?” I ask. 
 
    “Alexander and Sebastian,” Richard says, and then I leave to go find the guys that will tell me the truth. 
 
    “Alexander, Sebastian,” I say when I reach their group of footballers. 
 
    “James,” Sebastian says, as they both break free of their group. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Arya,” I say, wasting no time to cut to the point. “You guys were the ones who…” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you right there, James,” Alexander says. “Neither of us is talking about it. All I’ll say is that some creep pushed that girl into the bathroom against her will, but nothing else happened.” 
 
    “Because you guys stopped it,” I say. “What did you stop, what was he going to do?” I don’t know why I’m asking. I don’t want to know because I’m scared of what the answer is, but it’s like I have to know. I have to know exactly what happened so I can be mad about the truth instead of just being angry about something I don’t know. 
 
    “That’s not for us to tell you,” Sebastian says. “All you and everyone else need to know is nothing happened.” 
 
    “He was forcing himself on her,” I say. “He was going to do that to her in the school…” 
 
    “James,” Alexander says sternly. “I don’t think we’re the ones you should be talking to about this. There’s a girl that knows what happened from start to finish that has an entire school treating her like a terrible person for something I don’t think she did.” 
 
    I look at him. “You don’t think she…” 
 
    “I don’t think she falsely accused anyone of anything,” Alexander says. “I think someone hurt her.” 
 
    “That’s not what she says though,” I say. “She says he didn’t hurt her.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s keeping her quiet,” Sebastian says. “Maybe he’s threatening her?”  
 
    "Look, James, guys are jerks," Alexander says. "There's this expectation of them getting lucky while girls are expected to remain untouched or whatever. Girls are the ones that get the labels, not guys. Guys just do whatever they want. And they are naturally stronger. They can overpower a girl. It's why we, as guys, have to stop this culture that a guy has to sleep with a girl to be considered 'cool'. Forcing yourself on a girl is the most shameful thing someone can do, and it can't be considered okay. The worst part is how often they get away with it." 
 
    “I know, I…” 
 
    “All of the people in that hallway saw her get pushed into that bathroom, James. All of them knew what he was going to do to her, and they did nothing,” Alexander says. “There isn’t a good enough reason to standby and do nothing.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Where is she?” I ask Diana at her locker. 
 
    “Homesick,” Diana says, not looking at me. 
 
    “Is she actually sick?” I ask. 
 
    Diana turns to face me. “Yes, now what do you want?” 
 
    “I just wanted to talk to her,” I say. 
 
    “Finally found out what happened, didn’t you?” Diana says, crossing her arms. “So it takes her getting assaulted for you to give a damn?” 
 
    “Diana,” I say. “I know I messed up. I’m trying to make this right.” 
 
    “It was in your hallway, James,” Diana says. “After she went to talk to you and then you left her, she slammed her hand on your locker out of frustration and they all started taunting her. And then Eric groped her, saying how no one would believe the girl who cried rape and when she fought back, that’s when he pushed her into the bathroom.” 
 
    “Diana, I didn’t know,” I say. “I just…” 
 
    “I know you didn’t, James,” Diana says. “But it doesn’t change what happened.” 
 
    “I’ll kill him,” I say out of anger.  
 
    “For you or for her?” Diana asks. 
 
    “Diana, he tried to rape my girlfriend,” I say. 
 
    “She’s not your girlfriend, James,” Diana says. “I suggest you talk to Arya before you do anything to make this worse.” I pull my phone out of my pocket, but Diana puts a hand on it. “This is an in-person conversation, James.” 
 
    “He never would have done it if it wasn’t for me,” I say angrily. “I left her angry and upset in that hallway and then he…” 
 
    "James," Diana says sternly, "you are not responsible for what happened in the hallway that day. Eric and the rest of those fuckin' jerks that did nothing are responsible. Just be grateful that my new favourite football players stepped in when they did." 
 
    *** 
 
    It's game day against West Side Academy, our biggest competition for winning the championship. They're coming here while the girls are playing away. I've tried to focus on this game for the past couple of days since our last game, which we did end up winning with no help from me. I've tried to focus but my thoughts keep going back to Arya.  
 
    I tried to stop by Arya’s house last night after work, but her dad just told me she was resting and too sick to come out for a conversation. I think I would have had better luck if her mom had answered the door. Her dad wasn’t happy about seeing me on his doorstep and was quick to try and get rid of me.  
 
    “James?” I hear Arya’s voice from behind the door of my open locker. Oh, thank goodness. 
 
    I slam the door of my locker, eager to look into her eyes again. “Arya,” I say when the locker door closes, but it’s not her. It’s a younger version of her and my heart just sinks. “I’m so sorry, Mia. You sound just like your sister.” 
 
    “Sounds like you were hoping it was my sister,” she says with a smile. They both have the same smile, and both look so alike in so many ways. 
 
    “I just…” I begin. 
 
    “It’s okay, James,” Mia says. “Arya doesn’t know I’m here talking to you. I just wanted to tell you that there’s more to the story that Lisa told everyone than what you think, as I’m sure you’re already aware. I tried to get Arya to tell you the whole story, but she doesn’t want to bring you into her mess. She doesn’t think you deserve it.” 
 
    "She's protecting me," I say, repeating the words of Mr. Quirrel. 
 
    “In a sense, yes,” Mia says. “At least that’s what she thinks. I tried to tell her that she could trust you to keep what happened a secret. She thought the less you knew the better. Better to stay away from you.” 
 
    "You know what really happened," I say. Sisters always keep each other's secrets. 
 
    “Yes,” Mia says. “But I’m not going to be the one to tell you. If you are going to hear the whole story, you need to hear it from Arya.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mia,” I say. “She’s lucky to have you as a sister.” 
 
    “I’m the one who is lucky,” Mia says. “Now, don’t keep my sister waiting too much longer. I’ve never seen my sister refuse dessert so many times these past couple of weeks.” 
 
    I laugh. “Is she here today? She was sick yesterday and then I tried to stop by last night, but your dad wouldn’t let me in.” 
 
    Mia laughs to herself. “Our dad is protective,” Mia says. “But she actually was sick, so don’t take it personally. She wanted to rest for the game today so she’s not coming to school until lunch.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I walk by the hallway that Arya's locker is in on my way to class. I couldn't find her at lunch, and now fourth period is about to start. The hallways are mostly empty with almost everyone already in class at this point. I see her going through her locker, with Eleanor next to her. They both have their soccer gear on, just subbing out cleats for sandals until they get to the field. Arya's hair is in a bun and she's wearing the dark blue jersey to represent our school. How does she feel wearing blue when for the past two years she always wore green? Now she is facing the school that she used to go to. She has to go back to the school she was once at, play on her home soccer field with another school. Today is hard for her, she needs to focus, and I can't disturb it. 
 
    Arya 
 
    I feel eyes on me, but when I turn to look down the hall, there’s nothing. No one. But I swear there was someone there. 
 
    James 
 
    If I had known that Arya was having as much trouble with her soccer performance as I was, I wouldn't have left her in that hallway. If I had known what was going to happen later that day, I definitely wouldn't have left her in that hallway. Maybe things would have turned out differently. Maybe worse, maybe better, but I'll never know. My gut told me to go and talk to her. It told me to walk down that hallway and she would be happy that I came to her. But then my brain told me she needed to focus, that she didn't need a distraction or to be emotional right before a big game. Bringing up what Eric did to her would probably bring back unwanted memories and I couldn't do that to her. I listened to my brain because I thought that was the responsible thing to do. I thought I was doing her a favour and not being selfish by coming up to her right before she was about to leave. I thought I would talk to her later when we both weren't under the pressure of playing our rival school. I thought I was doing the right thing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 – Kung Fu Fighting 
 
    “Everybody was Kung Fu fighting / Those kids were fast as lightning / In fact it was a little bit frightening / But they fought with expert timing” – Kung Fu Fighting, Carl Douglas 
 
    No POV 
 
    The West Side Academy girls and boys both won their games. Both games were close. Both Mr. Quirrel and Mr. Sprout thought that if their star players had been up to their usual standard, they would have won. Something that they’ll need to take care of before their teams meet again, which will probably be in the final for the championship. 
 
    Arya 
 
    "Did you become stupid as well?" I hear a voice say behind me as I'm walking off the field to head to the parking lot. When I turn, I see Peggy, Grade 12, and West Side soccer captain. Blonde hair in a messy bun, eyes with heavy dark makeup, switching out her soccer socks and cleats for expensive flip-flops. I never really liked her. She actually looks like Lisa, what a coincidence! 
 
    “What?” I say to her. 
 
    “I asked if you became stupid as well when you switched to East Side,” Peggy says. “Because you sure became a terrible soccer player there. I didn’t realize that it was that bad of a school.” 
 
    "Shut up," I say, not having the energy to deal with her right now. 
 
    "Not my fault you switched schools and became a terrible soccer player," Peggy says. "Although it does help our cause. Everyone was so concerned when they heard you were playing for East Side. I told them not to worry. Clearly, I was right." 
 
    “My ride is waiting for me,” I say. “If you’ll excuse me.” And I turn away from her. 
 
    "We all know why you really left West Side, Arya," Peggy says to me and I turn to face her. "How could you do something like that? Even for you, that's low." I glare at her. "News travels fast in a small town, Arya, you know that. It's fitting East Side should get our scraps, but I wonder if even East Side still wants you around? What's lower than that no budget school, Arya? I don't think there is a worse school?" 
 
    "This conversation is over," I say and turn away. 
 
    “Nice seeing you, Arya!” Peggy calls after me and I have to hold my wrist to keep myself from showing her a certain finger on my hand. The bitch. 
 
    I got a ride back to East Side from one of the girls on the team so I could ride my bike home. The team was tense and upset with the loss, and although no one said it, I know they were blaming me. Well, Isabella said it, but her voice has just become background noise to me now, so I don’t even listen to her. At the start of the game, the West Side girls were all over me because they saw me as their biggest threat. But when I continued to make mistakes, they knew they didn’t need to keep a close eye on me anymore and focused all their attention on shutting down Isabella which irritated me even more. 
 
    I get out of my teammate’s car. “Thanks for the ride!” I say as I close the door and make my way across the parking lot. Down below, I see the senior boys have finished their soccer game as well, with just scattered blue and green jerseys everywhere talking in groups. The junior game will start soon. I continue walking along the top of the grassed hill around the school to get to my bike. 
 
    "Arya, it's been a long time," I hear a voice from behind me. The voice I never wanted to hear again, coming from the guy that I never wanted to see again. I don't want to turn around, I want to just keep walking and pretend I didn't hear him. But I don't, my body turns to him before my brain can tell it to stop. The last conversation we had was months ago, and here I was hoping I would never speak to him again. Stupid me for riding my bike to school, but I came late, and it was the only way to get in. Should've just gone straight to West Side and never come here today, but I was nervous about going to West Side on my own. I wanted to go with my teammates on the bus to act as a shield at my old school. He's wearing that stupid grin of his, his chestnut hair messy from just having played a soccer game. His face looks slightly bruised, but maybe it's my imagination. I forgot how tall he is. He has to be over six feet. "I see you're playing soccer here," he says, pointing towards my jersey. "Blue looks good on you, although, I much prefer you in green." 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “I should be going.” 
 
    “Wait!” he says quickly before I can turn away. “I just want to see how you are, Arya. It’s been a while. How are you liking your new school?” he says as he looks towards the building. “Seems like it has character.” 
 
    "It's been great, thanks," I say, wanting this conversation to be over.  
 
    “So, you don’t miss West Side?” he asks. 
 
    "I don't miss you," I say flatly. 
 
    "Ouch," he says, putting a hand over his heart. "That hurt." 
 
    "I didn't know you felt emotion," I say. 
 
    “Now you are mocking me,” he says. “I heard the secret of why you left got out.” I glare at him, “Shame you couldn’t just keep a low profile for what? Three terms? It only took you one for everything to get out.” No one is around us. No one is paying attention to us and no one can hear us. “Somehow, I knew you would go into the spotlight again, girls like you always do. How do your classmates like you now?” 
 
    James 
 
    At the bottom of the field, talking with Samson, Richard and Malcolm, I look up and see her. But not just her, I see her talking to the striker from West Side. The one I have hated since Grade 9. I shouldn’t butt myself into her business, she’s not my girl right now. I should leave her alone, but I just can’t. My legs start taking me up the hill towards them without my brain even getting a chance to tell me to think twice about it. 
 
    “What are you doing, James?” Samson calls after me. 
 
    "I don't trust him," I say to myself and I have no idea if any of them heard me. 
 
    I walk up to them, neither of them noticing me. I come up behind him, just catching the last of what he’s saying to her. “I did nothing wrong, Arya,” he says. “You’re the one that took things too far.” 
 
    “I took things too far?” Arya says, her voice starting to get heated. “You’re impossible, you know that? The fact that you can’t even think that you did something wrong just shows what a terrible person you still are.” 
 
    “You know,” he says, “I kind of miss your fiery side and you yelling at me.” He smiles at her.  
 
    I’ve never seen Arya like this before. I’ve seen her mad and upset, but not like this. She has a special hatred for the guy standing in front of her. 
 
    “You’re the same,” Arya says angrily. “You haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    "Neither have you," he says. "Still have a temper you can't control. And still trying to maintain your 'innocent', 'virginal' personality while dressing like a slut. I saw you at that party. It's a game for you. Even with a boyfriend, you love guys falling all over you and being a tease. It's who you are, Arya." 
 
    “Are you just here to annoy me?” Arya says. “Because I already hate you, you don’t need to give me more reasons.” 
 
    “Hate is a strong word, Arya,” he says. “I really did want to know how you are. You were avoiding me at the party.” 
 
    “Forgive me for not wanting to chat with you,” Arya says sarcastically. “I thought our last conversation seemed to be a good fuckin’ send-off." 
 
    He laughs. “I sometimes wondered if the slap was too much. But now, it seems it wasn’t enough since you are still an angry bitch who can’t let things go.” 
 
    "I left, Henri!" Arya yells at him. "I left West Side. I left my school, my friends, my soccer team. I left everything behind. I did what your dad told me to do. I left and I told no one about why I switched schools. Some blonde bitch, that was jealous of me dating the guy she likes, somehow found out why I left and told everyone. And again, Henri, I took the fall again. Everyone thinks I had sex with a guy and then regretted it or that I had sex with a guy and then wanted more from the relationship and he didn't. That I went crazy and accused him of rape. And I have let them believe it. I have done everything your dad has said.” Arya brushes the hair out of her face, and I can see her getting emotional. “And it has cost me everything. What more do you want from me?” 
 
    “Tragic story, Arya,” Henri says. “But you were trying to ruin my life. Maybe you should have been better at keeping a lower profile. Not hook up with that East Sider the second you transferred. Did you really think dating the ‘popular soccer star’ was a good way to stay out of the spotlight, Arya?”  
 
    She glares at him. She’s angry and upset. I want to step in, but I’m selfish. This might be my only chance to find out what really happened to Arya. 
 
    “How does Mia feel, Arya?” Henri says. “It must be hard for her to have a psychotic sister that keeps ruining her life. Are you going to cost her another high school, Arya?”  
 
    "Fuck you," Arya says angrily.  
 
    “How is she?” Henri asks. “I actually want to know.” 
 
    “No,” Arya says, shaking her head. “You don’t talk about her. You don’t ask about her. And you don’t come fuckin’ near her.” 
 
    No. It can’t be.  
 
    "Was it worth it, Arya?" Henri asks. "Was spray painting my locker worth all this?" 
 
    “We both know it wasn’t a lie,” Arya says. 
 
    “You’re crazy, Arya, has anyone ever told you that?” Henri asks. “You have no idea what you are talking about. Maybe if you weren’t this ‘perfect’, ‘untouched’ virgin, you would know what consent is.” 
 
    "Fuck you!" she yells at him. "I don't need to have had sex to know what you did was rape! She's fourteen, Henri. Do you realize what you did to her?" 
 
    But it is.  
 
    “I did nothing wrong, Arya,” Henri says. 
 
    “You’ll never understand,” Arya says. “Boys like you never do. But what you did in one night is something my sister will have to live with forever.”  
 
    “She wanted it as much as I did,” he says. “I have no idea what lies she feed you about what happened. But that’s what they are. Lies.” 
 
    And that’s what she’s been keeping from me. It was never Arya he hurt. He went after her sister. She wasn’t protecting me. She was protecting Mia. I’m a bigger idiot than I thought.  
 
    "I'm done with this conversation," Arya says, visibly upset. Neither of them has noticed me because they are so deep into their conversation. When Arya turns away from him, he grabs her wrist and pulls her back to him. 
 
    “This conversation is done when I say it is,” he says to her face and she just glares at him. “What? No smart ass remarks now, Arya? You know I love them. Don’t disappoint me now.” 
 
    "Keep your hands off her," I say, finally making my presence known to them. He lets go of her and then just smiles at me as I stand next to Arya. 
 
    "James," he says. "How are you? I see you didn't play up to your usual standard today, thanks for making it an easy win for us. Good to stay fresh for the finals." 
 
    “I can assure you, you won’t be winning in the finals this year, Henri,” I say. “It’ll be just like last year and the year before that.” 
 
    “There’s always room for change,” Henri says. “The only thing your school has over us is athletics, imagine if we take that over too?” Henri looks between Arya and me. “I’m sensing tension between you and your boyfriend, Arya.” 
 
    "He's not my boyfriend," Arya says and it hurts to hear it even though it's technically true. 
 
    “Oh,” Henri says. “Did he break up with you when he found out why you left West Side?” I clench my fists unconsciously and then he looks at me. “Don’t worry, James.” Henri smiles. “If you’re scared Arya is going to do to you what she did to me, don’t be. I think Arya learned her lesson last time.” Henri turns to Arya. “Didn’t you, Arya?” 
 
    "You raped her sister!" I say so fast, so heated with anger, the words tumbling out. Henri turns to glare at me, registering what I just said to him, and then he turns flared nostrils and angry eyes to Arya. 
 
    “You fuckin’ lying slut. What did you tell him?” Henri yells at her and when she doesn’t respond immediately, he takes his hand and closes it around her throat. “What did you tell him, bitch?” 
 
    I grab his wrist, pushing him away from Arya so that I'm the one that is facing him, and Arya is behind me. "Don't you dare touch her," I say to him, now more aware of his height over me, his anger radiating off of him. 
 
    “Don’t believe whatever that whore has told you,” Henri says. “She’s just a psychotic bitch looking for attention.” 
 
    I punch him. It's like my arm had a mind of its own and it couldn't stand to hear one more thing come out of Henri's mouth. Henri feels his jaw where I connected it with my fist, turning back to me. "She's not worth this, Fox," Henri says and I see him prepare to give me the same punch I gave him, just worse. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice calls in the distance. Henri stops at the sound of the voice and we all look to see the coach of the West Side soccer team jogging up the hill towards us. “What is this?” he says. 
 
    Arya 
 
    I look at Mr. Carrow square in the face, remembering vividly the last time I saw him. He looks at me and within an instant he recognizes me, and his look turns menacing. “What are you doing here, Young?” Mr. Carrow says to Henri angrily. 
 
    “We were just talking…” Henri begins. 
 
    “To her?!” he yells at Henri in a voice that frightens me and probably anyone that’s within hearing distance of us. This once two-person conversation has now grabbed the attention of almost everyone outside. 
 
    “It’s nothing…” Henri tries to say. 
 
    “Leave,” Mr. Carrow says sternly to Henri. 
 
    “But Coach…” 
 
    "I said leave!" Mr. Carrow says in a voice that means 'do not make me repeat myself'. Henri obeys, turning away to go towards the parking lot to get into the super expensive car his rich daddy bought for him. 
 
    “Can’t just leave the boy alone, now can you?” Mr. Carrow says to me menacingly.  
 
    “He’s the one who came up to me!” I argue. 
 
    “They should have transferred you to a school across the country,” Mr. Carrow says. “Only then would all our minds be put at ease.” 
 
    “So you can protect your precious superstar athlete?” I say accusingly and Mr. Carrow glares at me. 
 
    “What happened here?” Mr. Quirrel says, jogging up behind Mr. Carrow. 
 
    “Your soccer player here punched my striker!” Mr. Carrow says, gesturing towards James. 
 
    "Is this true?" Mr. Quirrel asks James as if he didn't hear about or see the punch before he got here. 
 
    “He put his hands on Arya and was insulting her!” James pleads his case to Mr. Quirrel. 
 
    "Of course she had something to do with it!" Mr. Carrow says, glaring at me. Mr. Quirrel looks at all of us, knowing he has to make a judgment call that satisfies the West Side soccer coach. 
 
    “Arya, James,” Mr. Quirrel says. “You’ll have to go to the principal’s office.” 
 
    “What about Henri?” James says. 
 
    “That’ll be for Mr. Carrow and West Side Academy to deal with,” Mr. Quirrel says. “Not us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 – Please Forgive Me  
 
    “Please forgive me, I know not what I do / Please forgive me, I can't stop loving you / Don't deny me, this pain I'm going through / Please forgive me, if I need you like I do / Please believe me, every word / I say is true / Please forgive me, I can't stop loving you” – Please Forgive Me, Bryan Adams 
 
    Arya 
 
    I look straight ahead to where Mrs. Slughorn is typing away at her computer behind the front desk. I’m sitting on one edge of the three-person burgundy couch while James is on the other, waiting for the principal to call us to her office. Mr. Quirrel has come and gone from the principal’s office, passing by us both without saying a word. The only sound is Mrs. Slughorn’s fingers on her computer keys. 
 
    “Arya,” James whispers to me. I can’t bear to look at him. He knows now. He said it and now Henri thinks I told James. He overheard my conversation with Henri. How could I be so stupid? Henri just gets me so worked up so easily. He’s the one guy that can do that without even saying a word. And now James has planted himself in the mess I was trying to keep him out of. “Arya, please look at me.” 
 
    I turn to him slowly, looking at those eyes that just want to understand. "Do you understand now why I couldn't tell you anything?" 
 
    “I do,” James says. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Henri now thinks I am the one who told you,” I say. “I was trying to keep you out of this mess but here you are.” 
 
    “Wild horses couldn’t drag me away,” James says, trying to make me smile. 
 
    "Don't use that with me," I say, but it works. 
 
    "He hurt your sister," James says and it brings back the memories of last semester. The memories I've been trying to push down so that they couldn't resurface. "I heard what he said. He hurt her, and you were protecting her." 
 
    I look at James. Now that he knows the truth, he understands. “I’d do anything to protect my family. It was never about not trusting you, James.” 
 
    “I know that now,” James says. “I was an idiot to ever let you go.” 
 
    “You were,” I joke with him and he smiles at me. “But I don’t blame you for being mad at me, I don’t know what I would have done in your position.” 
 
    “Ms. Secord, Mr. Fox,” our principal, Ms. Sinistra, says stepping out of her office to call us. We both get up and follow her to her office. We sit in the two chairs in front of her desk as she closes the door and returns to her chair. “So, Mr. Quirrel told me about what happened outside. Mr. Fox, you know that violence is not tolerated in this school.” 
 
    "Yes, Ms. Sinistra," James says. 
 
    “He was defending me…” I start. 
 
    "Mr. Quirrel told me everything already," Ms. Sinistra says. "And although violence is not tolerated, this boy from West Side Academy sounds like a fairly awful individual." Ms. Sinistra smiles at us. "It is your first offense, Mr. Fox, so I will let you off with a warning, but please don't let me see you here again." 
 
    "Yes, Ms. Sinistra," James says. 
 
    “You may leave, Mr. Fox,” Ms. Sinistra says. 
 
    James stands up. “But what about Arya, Ms. Sinistra? She didn’t do anything wrong. She was just a victim.” 
 
    “I said leave, Mr. Fox,” Ms. Sinistra says more sternly, and James reluctantly leaves the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “There have been rumours circulating about you Arya,” Ms. Sinistra says. “Is there anything you want to talk about?” 
 
    "No, Ms. Sinistra," I say. 
 
    “If someone has hurt you and tried to keep you quiet, you can tell me, Arya,” Ms. Sinistra says. “I very well know what men are capable of and the destruction they cause. You can’t take it lying down.” Do you know what’s happened in your own school, Ms. Sinistra? Do you know that a boy pushed me into a bathroom to sexually assault me while your students stood by and did nothing? Do you know the culture of your school? No, of course not. Neither did Principal Filch.  
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Sinistra,” I say. “But I am not in that situation. May I please leave?” 
 
    “Of course, Arya,” she says. “But my door is available whenever you do want to talk about the situation you are in.” 
 
    When I walked out of the office, past Mrs. Slughorn still at her desk, James is there, leaning up against one of the lockers, waiting for me. 
 
    "Arya," James says when he sees me and comes right up to me, making sure not to touch me. James had been everything to me, and then, when everything went south, it felt like he abandoned me. But James was fighting his own demons as well during this time we spent apart, trying to understand why the girl he had shared everything with had not done the same with him. All I wanted was to be back with him and let him in. He wants to be a part of everything, even if some parts of my past are ugly. I go up to him and wrap my arms around his neck. He wraps his arms around me completely, holding me as close to him as he possibly can. "Forgive me, Arya," he whispers in my ear. 
 
    "Always," I say. We slowly release each other and then look into each other's eyes. 
 
    “There’s somewhere I want to take you,” James says. “Get changed and we’ll go.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We both sub out our soccer clothes for something more comfortable. Me, in jeans shorts and a loose black t-shirt, and James, in dark jeans and dark blue polo. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask him in the car as he’s driving. 
 
    "You're still as impatient as you were on our first date," James says. "We're almost there." And then James turns into a parking lot by the docks overlooking the river, nearby a park. He shuts off the engine. "Let's go." 
 
    When we get out, he comes around to my side and grabs my hand, leading me away from the docks and the park. We walk up a grassed hill covered with trees that block the destination of where James is taking me. We reach an old black gate and I realize at once where he has taken me. He opens the gate slowly and we both walk in through the overgrown grass. James never lets go of my hand and when we walk in further, I can see the tombstones of different people scattered across the small encloser. Inside, the place is well kept, there are probably about fifty tombstones here. There is a single willow tree with a bench underneath and the tombstones are ordered neatly to make passing through easy, with a single dirt path running down the center. James takes me to the second last row to the tombstone closest to the fence on the right side. When we stop in front of it, I read it. 
 
    Charles Stuart Fox 
 
    Loving Husband to Carol Lynn Fox and Father to James, Rachel, and Grace 
 
    Beloved by Family, Cherished by Friends 
 
    I read the dates which confirm December 29th, over two years ago, like James told me. "He would have loved you," James says, staring at the grave. 
 
    "I'm sorry I didn't get to meet him," I say, looking at James, leaning up against him, and wrapping my arm around his. 
 
    “I used to come here a lot,” James says. “It was the only way I could feel close to him. That and soccer, he loved soccer.” James just continues to stare at his father’s tombstone. 
 
    “What about now?” I ask. “How do you feel close to him now?” 
 
    “When I finally started enjoying life,” James says. “When I started to live the life I know he would have wanted for me, I started to feel close to him again.” James finally looks at me. “When you came into my life, Arya, and I started to be myself again. That’s when I felt close to him again without having to come here all the time.” 
 
    "I missed you, James," I say. 
 
    "Not as much as I missed you," James says. 
 
    “Tell me something about him,” I say. “Your favourite memory.” 
 
    James smiles. "In the summer, whenever he was free, he would take me out fishing. Just me. It was our time together. Sometimes we would spend the whole time talking and laughing, sometimes barely a word would pass between us. But no matter what happened, good day or bad, we would always stop by my mom's favourite bakery on the way back and buy these pretzel buns. They were delicious, but the bakery is actually way out of town in the middle of nowhere, so we don't drive out there a lot. My mom would always be so surprised and happy when we came home with them, even though we did it every time we went fishing. Regardless, she was just as appreciative as the first time we brought them back." 
 
    "Your parents really loved each other," I say. 
 
    "My dad treated my mom like a queen," James says. "It's the little things I miss about him. I can't tell him if I won a soccer game, he's not around to make fun of me, he's not around to yell at me either." 
 
    “I cannot even begin to understand what you are going through, James,” I say. “But you know I’m always here, right?” 
 
    “I do,” James says. “But I think that’s enough for one day.” I can see James getting slightly emotional. He doesn’t talk about his father a lot. “Let’s go back to the park and you can tell me everything.” 
 
    We slowly make our way back to the park, retracing the steps we took, and find a bench shaded by a tree looking over the water. There are some people in the park, but not many, giving us the illusion as if we are the only ones there. Sitting on the bench, I rest my head against James' shoulder, and he wraps his arm around me. We stay like this for a while, in comfortable silence overlooking the water. There's something about water, it just calms you, it has healing powers that you cannot even fathom. "I don't know where to start," I say. 
 
    "Just start from the beginning," James says softly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 – My Story 
 
    “If I told you my story / You would hear Hope that wouldn't let go / And if I told you my story / You would hear Love that never gave up / And if I told you my story / You would hear Life, but it wasn't mine” – My Story, Big Daddy Weave 
 
    Arya 
 
    Grade 11 is an exciting year, finally being a senior and moving up in the world. There are now two grades below you and only one grade above. Now is the time to start thinking about what we want to do after high school and picking the right courses to be on track to get there, which is more scary than exciting, but it's not graduation year yet so there's no reason to go into full panic mode. Yet. I was looking forward to the start of my Grade 11 year, I was in the rhythm of the school year having done it already twice before, so doing it a third time would be a breeze. My sister Mia would be starting as well, coming into the school as a Grade 9. I was excited to have her there and hoped that her Grade 9 year went as smoothly as possible. She was beyond excited to finally be at high school. She assured me that she wouldn't need my help, so I promised to stay out of her business and let her enjoy her time in high school without having to be reminded that her older sister was there, two years above her. 
 
    The school year was going well for both of us, but about three months in, that's when things started to change. Mia was acting differently towards me and the rest of the family. She seemed more concerned with attracting male attention than her normal hobbies. I tried not to think too much of it. She was 14, of course she would be acting differently when put in an entirely new environment with new people, so I let it go and gave her the space that she seemed to want.  
 
    It was after the Christmas break when everything changed. One day in January, I was running back to the house from a jog (might seem crazy, but I like running in the winter) and I saw her. On the front porch, with some guy. I slowed down, just watching them, talking, laughing, and then he kissed her before he left, driving away in his car. I knew my parents were out and wouldn't know that Mia had been alone with a boy at the house. I recognized him, even from a distance. Henri Young. I didn't know much about him, other than he was a soccer and basketball player. And that he's rich. His dad owns Young Construction. But Henri is in my grade. What is he doing with a Grade 9? I was suspicious of it. So, I asked Mia about it. 
 
    "It's none of your business, Arya," Mia says to me on the front porch. 
 
    “I’m just looking out for you,” I say. “He’s a Grade 11.” 
 
    "So, therefore, he can't like me?" Mia asks. 
 
    "That's not it," I say. 
 
    “Are you jealous?” Mia says, raising an eyebrow at me. This is so unlike her. 
 
    "No, I am not jealous," I say, angry that she would even ask me that. "I don't even know him." 
 
    “The light is not always on you, Arya,” Mia says. “Someone likes me better.” And then she walks back into the house. 
 
    So, I decided I would talk to Henri instead, a guy I barely knew.  
 
    “Arya,” Henri says when he sees me approaching him at his locker. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Are you dating my sister?” I ask bluntly, not wanting to waste any time with small talk. 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “Is there something wrong with that?” 
 
    “Why is a Grade 11 dating a Grade 9?” I ask. 
 
    "She's cute," Henri says. "And I think she's nice and cool. Sue me." I just stare at him, trying to figure out what type of person he is. "I have no bad intentions, Arya. I like her, so you can put your older sister instincts to rest." 
 
    So I just let the relationship continue. I couldn't just forbid the relationship, but in my gut, I knew it wasn't right. I felt it, but I turned away and let their relationship continue like Mia wanted, and stayed out of her life and continued with mine. I let myself be distracted by a hockey captain. 
 
    Mia and Henri were together for all of January. Mia was more closed off from me than ever before. She spent a lot of time out, whether it was all with Henri or with her friends, I never really found out, but it doesn’t matter. Her appearance became very important to her, how she looked, how she dressed. Things she never cared about before, but that happens when you get older and are more interested in attracting male attention. 
 
    I never said anything. Any time I came to her about how she’s changed and her relationship with Henri, she just got mad at me, so I conceded. Until a Saturday night in the first week of February that I couldn’t just stand by anymore. With our parents asleep, I walked by her room to go downstairs when I heard her crying behind the door. 
 
    "Mia?" I say, knocking on the door. No answer, just tears. I test the doorknob and find the door unlocked.  I open up to see my 14-year-old sister, dressed in my black dress that she must have taken from my closest and knee-high black boots, crying on her bed, not even looking up when I come in. "Mia," I say and come to sit next to her on the bed, wrapping my arms around her shoulders as she continues to cry. I just hold her, waiting for her to be the one to open up when she's ready. The tears eventually stop as they always do and she looks up at me, still holding her. I see the pain in her face. Her eyes are red from someone who has been crying for too long, her mascara slightly smeared, her bottom lip trembling slightly as if she would cry again if I said the wrong thing. 
 
    "He broke up with me," Mia says. 
 
    "I am so sorry, Mia," I say, wondering how bad a breakup it could have been to have her this upset. She wants to tell me more, but she's hesitant, scared maybe? "You don't have to tell me anything," I say. "Only when you are ready." 
 
    "I didn't want to do it with him," Mia says. 
 
    “Do what?” I ask. 
 
    "Not again," Mia says. 
 
    “Do what, Mia?” I ask. Mia stares those big beautiful eyes at me. The innocent eyes of a girl that was trying to be a woman. “What did he do, Mia?” I say softly. 
 
    "Promise not to tell Mom and Dad," Mia says. 
 
    "I promise," I say. 
 
    And that’s when my sister told me everything. Mia and Henri had slept with each other. At least that’s what she thought. He pressured her, he convinced her, he guilted her, he pushed her, he did everything in his power to sleep with her. To convince her that she wanted it. Pressuring her to do something she wasn’t ready for, telling her that it was okay. Everyone was doing it. Telling her this is a part of what being in a relationship is. He took everything from her, and he didn’t even know or care. He told her she wanted it. 
 
    “I went to his house,” Mia says to me. “We were kissing and then, he just started…” Mia looks away. “It just became more than that so quickly, I didn’t know what to do. He told me to just relax and that he would make me feel good.” I dig my nails into my thigh to hold back my anger. “I didn’t want to do it, Arya. I just didn’t know what to do. He wouldn’t stop. He kept telling me ‘it’s okay’, ‘to touch him’, ‘to just take off my dress’, then he unzipped it himself.” 
 
    “Mia…” 
 
    “I never said no,” Mia says. “But I didn’t want it. I tried turning away from him, but then he would just tell me to come back. That he wanted me more than anyone else. He touched me down there, told me that my body wanted it. I didn’t know…” 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything else,” I say. I’m trying to hold myself together as I hear how some jock took advantage of my sister and raped her. 
 
    But that night, when he tried to do it again, she outwardly refused. She told him she didn't want it and he tried his tricks again, but she wouldn't let him win. He became more forceful until her body reacting by kneeing him where it hurts. She was lucky. She got away from him as fast as she could and came back home. He didn't follow her. He didn't think it was worth his time or effort. He texted her later, saying it was over. But him saying that wasn't what upset her. Being with a monster like him was what had brought her to tears in her bedroom.  
 
    “Stealing my clothes again, I see,” I say jokingly to lighten up the mood, grabbing onto the hem of my black dress that she is wearing. 
 
    “Arya,” Mia says seriously. “I know it was wrong, I know I shouldn’t have taken it, I know it’s your favourite.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I say, and then she looks over my shoulder. 
 
    I give her a confused look and then I follow her gaze to her desk chair where my favourite green dress lies draped over it. I walk over to it and pick it up. It looks the same, but it’s not the same. “This is what you were wearing when…” I can’t bear to say it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Arya,” Mia says. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I say, but it’s not. None of this is fine. 
 
    After getting her to follow the regular before bed routine, I wait until Mia falls asleep in her bed and I take the dress back to my closet draped over my arm carefully like it is still important to me. But as soon as I come to my closet, I can't bear to hang it up with the rest of my clothes. I can't have it up there like it's fine, like a tragedy didn't happen in this dress. I throw it in the corner of my closet and close the door and go back to sleep with Mia in her bed. 
 
    You might wonder why she didn't say anything after the first time it happened. It's not something easy to talk about. I don't think Mia even knew if she was raped or not. He had convinced her that she wanted it, but she didn't. I also think part of Mia felt embarrassed about what happened, which she shouldn't. And I know that Henri made sex seem like it wasn't a big deal, so she in turn did the same. She quietly held her true emotions on the inside until she couldn't take it anymore. I don't know though, but it doesn't matter. She was never in the wrong. It was him and he knows it. 
 
    Things didn't change for Henri, he continued on his life like nothing was wrong, it was Mia that was forever changed because of a guy who thought sex, pleasure, and satisfying yourself wasn't a big deal. Everyone wants it right? I couldn't stand it. 
 
    "You again," Henri says happily to me as I approach his locker. "How are you, Arya?" 
 
    "I think you can take a guess," I say annoyed. 
 
    “If it’s about your sister,” Henri says calmly which just irritates me more, “I am sorry it didn’t work out, she’s a nice girl. A bit emotional, but most girls are.” 
 
    “I know what you did, Henri,” I say. 
 
    “Surely I don’t know what you are talking about,” Henri says to me. “Your tone of voice says I did something wrong which I didn’t.” 
 
    "You took advantage of her," I say. 
 
    "No, I didn't," Henri says. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” I say and then whisper. “She didn’t want to sleep with you!” 
 
    Henri laughs and then whispers, “Is that what she said? Of course she would say that now that I broke up with her. You don’t think I would do that, do you? We were just having fun.” 
 
    “You raped her,” I whisper. “You know it.” 
 
    Henri’s eyes turn angry on me. “I never did anything like that. She never said no, Arya. Whatever happened between us, she wanted it.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t,” I say. “She tried to get you to stop but you bullied and pressured her into it. You are a terrible human being and if you don’t realize that you are even worse than what I thought.” 
 
    “She wanted it, Arya,” Henri says. “It’s not my fault if she’s changing her mind now. She never said it at the time.” I glare at him. “I’m not a fuckin’ mind reader, Arya!” 
 
    “I know you’re not,” I say. “But you are a monster.” 
 
    "What are you going to do, Arya?" Henri says. I look at him, I wasn't expecting him to ask me that. "Are you going to try and get her to file a complaint against me? You know as well as I do that won't work. You really want your sister to have to describe our sexual relations in front of everyone, knowing that you won't win?" Henri looks at me and I know he is right, even if we tried to build a case against him, his father would get him out of it somehow, the rich always do. And I couldn't do that to Mia, she's already been through too much and while I know she was raped, a judge might not agree with Mia and Henri retelling their sides of the story. "I would say it was nice talking to you, Arya," Henri says, slamming his locker shut, "but it wasn't." And then he walks away from me. 
 
    I go to an empty bathroom, enraged and upset, feeling like there is nothing I can do. I refuse to cry because then I will have red eyes for everyone to see. So I let my anger out instead. I scream and throw my books to the ground. I scream as I pick up and throw my textbook, notebook, and pencil case at the wall, the rage building inside me, screaming louder as I pull at my hair, screaming until my throat and chest hurt. But it's not enough. I grab my pencil case to open it and start throwing things from inside it at the wall, but nothing is large enough in my hands to truly get my anger out. Nothing is satisfying enough. The last item I grab from the pencil case is a red dry erase marker that I hold onto for a moment before throwing it as well. I look at the mirror, seeing the reflection of a girl that is breathing heavily and then I go up to it. I take the cap off the marker and write on the mirror slowly in the bottom corner, 'Henri Young is a…." I stop for a moment, 'RAPIST'. I put the cap back on and stare at the words. Thinking about the words and how no one but me and my sister know they are true. It feels good seeing it written out, plain as day, easy to read. It seems to slightly subside the anger inside me.  
 
    I hear the door of the bathroom opening and quickly grab a tissue to rub off the words. Three girls I don’t know, in either Grade 9 or 10, turn the corner as I manage to get all the red ink off the mirror. They stare at me, looking at the mess on the floor of an open notebook and textbook and the exploded contents of my pencil case. They whisper to each other and then just laugh and smile among themselves, and go about their business in the bathroom, looking in the mirror to perfect themselves. I grab everything from the ground, stuffing my pencil case as fast as I can to get out of there, knowing they’ll talk about the crazy Grade 11 in the bathroom when I leave. 
 
    I get to my locker and start putting everything away. My mind racing a million miles a minute. I feel like I can’t think straight. 
 
    “Hey,” Lexi says, coming up to my locker. 
 
    “Hey!” I smile at him, because no matter my mood, he still gives me butterflies in my stomach. And around him, I want to be the perfect girl he’s imagining. I love talking to him and spending time with him, laughing with him. I don’t want to distract him with my problems. I want to be the girlfriend he cares for, the one his teammates are jealous of, the soccer star while he’s the hockey captain. A perfect couple. I like him. A lot. And I don’t want him to worry about me. Henri is my problem and I’ll handle it on my own.  
 
    “I was wondering if I could borrow your notes from Physics class?” Lexi asks. 
 
    “First week and you’re already missing class?” I joke with him, going through my locker to find my notebook for him. 
 
    “You take such good notes that I don’t even need to go to class,” he says, and I smile to myself behind my locker door and finally fish out my notebook and hold it out for him. 
 
    “I knew you were just using me for my brains,” I say as he takes the notebook. 
 
    He laughs. "Believe me, that's not what this is at all." The 'this' he is talking about is us. Whatever we are because so far, it's just been flirting, talking, and laughing up until this point. So after chewing out one jock's ear for doing the unforgivable to my sister, why would I want to go for another? Because Lexi is the complete opposite of Henri. And I'm not going to let Henri ruin my relationship with Lexi. I'm going to go for what I want because I know Lexi wants it too. 
 
    "Then what is it?" I ask stepping as close to him as possible. Lexi smiles and looks away from me for a moment before looking back down at me. 
 
    “I might have a crush on a girl,” Lexi says. 
 
    “Is she pretty?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Does she like you?” 
 
    “I’m hoping.” 
 
    “Have you kissed her yet?” I ask. 
 
    “I want to,” he looks at my mouth. 
 
    “I think she wants you to too,” I say. 
 
    *** 
 
    He locks the drama room closet door behind us before coming back to me, grabbing me by the waist and lifting me on a table. He comes up to me, fitting himself between my legs that I wrap around him. He puts his hands all over me and I hold his face in my hands to kiss him on the mouth. It's the first time I've kissed anyone, so I'm soft at first, but I can tell I'm not the first girl Lexi has kissed. He's comfortable putting his mouth on mine, but he's gentle, his movements slow to make sure he doesn't go too far, too fast. He grabs my hair, tangling his fingers in it before runs his hands down my torso to my bare thighs, his fingers going just under my kilt. I put my hand to his chest and the other through his hair, pulling him closer, letting him know that I want him to continue. He opens his mouth and I just follow his lead, trusting him, but also trusting my instincts of what I want to do and what he might like. I bite down softly on his bottom lip and I can tell he likes that. He grabs my thighs and pulls me closer to him, our bodies pressed up against each other. I forget about everything going wrong, I forget about all the bad stuff happening. Lexi is making me forget all the bad things in my life, he's making me feel safe. This drama room closet feels like a safe haven from all the bad outside the walls. In here, everything is alright. So I don't stop, I continue, not wanting this to end, not wanting this feeling or this moment to stop. 
 
    But then the bell rings, ending the moment and reminding me that I have to face reality. Reminding me that while you can distract yourself from your problems, you can’t run away from them. Lexi breaks the kiss first. 
 
    “We should go,” Lexi says, breathing a little heavier, his face right by mine. 
 
    “I don’t want to.” I smile at him, grabbing his shirt to keep him close to me and he laughs. I just want to stay here and forget the terrible people out there. Or person, I guess. 
 
    “I don’t think you want us to get caught in here,” Lexi says, his hands on my thighs. “I don’t want to ruin your spotless reputation.” 
 
    “Ha-ha,” I say and straighten his collar, but don’t let go of it. “Definitely not spotless.” 
 
    “Could’ve fooled me,” Lexi says, running his hands higher up my thighs under the kilt. “Now let’s go before the drama kids get here.” 
 
    “You go first,” I say, gesturing to the door. 
 
    He smiles and then kisses me on my cheek, squeezing my thighs, before he heads out the door. Leaving me with my thoughts. 
 
    It's one thing to hurt someone. It's another thing when someone hurts the person you love. You feel constant anger towards them, and sometimes, your anger grows stronger than the person that was actually hurt. It's a different kind of pain, the pain of watching someone you love be in pain. They're suffering and there's nothing you can do about it. You can't take the pain away because someone did something so terrible to them that it can't be fixed with some encouraging words or by distracting them. They are hurting deep inside and they can't tell you what they need, because they don't know either. They just know they don't want to hurt anymore. So how do I fix this? Mia was hurt by someone that she trusted. Someone that is at her school and she has to see in the halls. How do you overcome something like that? I can't even imagine what she feels like and what she's going through. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t put Mia through anything or have anyone know what really happened, but I had to do something. But what? How? 
 
    The next day, when the announcements congratulate the basketball team on winning their semifinal match and give a special shout out to Henri Young for his game-winning basket, sending them to the finals, I feel my mechanical pencil break in my hand. I turn around in my seat and I see Henri high-fiving the guys around him, happy as ever. When our eyes meet, he winks at me. 
 
    It wasn’t right. People deserved to know who the real Henri was. I pull out the red marker from my pencil case. Something bigger, I thought. Something everyone will see.

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 – I Did Something Bad 
 
    “They say I did something bad / Then why's it feel so good? / They say I did something bad / But why's it feel so good? / Most fun I ever had / And I'd do it over and over and over again if I could / It just felt so good, good” – I Did Something Bad, Taylor Swift 
 
    No POV 
 
    Henri forgot that he had left his basketball shoes in his locker the night before. While the guys are in the change room, getting ready for the surprise morning practice that Mr. Carrow announced to them yesterday, Henri goes through the empty school to retrieve his shoes from his locker. But when he turns the corner to the hallway of his locker, he sees something he can’t believe. 
 
    Arya 
 
    I knew the school opened at 7:30 am, so I walked to school early that day and took one of the back doors instead of going through the front, avoiding the front desk of the school. I walk towards his locker, knowing exactly where it is and the number. His locker is on the second floor, at the end of a small wing that has no classes in it. No teachers come down here. I stare at it for a bit, thinking of the owner of it. You really are a terrible person, Henri Young. It's time for everyone else to know it too. I take the red spray can out of my bag and start writing on his locker the best word to describe him and the one word that will grab everyone's attention. 'R-A-P-I-S'. As I finish the 'T', I hear footsteps around the corner. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Arya?!” Henri yells at me, coming up right to my face and I stand up straight to meet him. He looks to his locker and he can’t believe the word covering it. “You’ve gone too far this time.” 
 
    "It's time for people to know the truth, Henri," I say to him, and then put the can of spray paint in my bag and leave Henri to look at his own destruction. I go through the hallways, going to the cafeteria to pretend like I came in early to do homework. 
 
    “Ms. Secord,” Mr. Carrow says as I pass by him, I turn to face him. “A little early to be here isn’t it?” 
 
    "Just came in early to finish up some homework," I say and then turn to get away from him and head to the cafeteria. Henri never told me what happened after I left, but with what happened later that day, I can piece together a pretty clear picture without him saying a word. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “Young, what’s taking so long?” Mr. Carrow says when he finds Henri at his locker. 
 
    “Coach, I…” Henri says, just looking at his locker. Mr. Carrow looks at the six-letter word written in red across the locker. 
 
    “What is this?” Mr. Carrow says angrily, turning to Henri. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Henri says. 
 
    Mr. Carrow’s nostrils flare. “It was that girl wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Who?” Henri says, still in shock. 
 
    “That girl who plays soccer,” Mr. Carrow says. “Secord.” 
 
    “I don’t know who did it,” Henri says. “It was like this when I got here.” 
 
    “It was her,” Mr. Carrow says confidently. “I just walked past her in the hallways. She will pay for this.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Henri says helplessly to the locker. 
 
    "Go to the janitor," Mr. Carrow says sternly. "Tell him that there's spray paint that needs to be removed from a locker. He'll know what to do, this isn't the first time." 
 
    Henri does exactly what he’s asked, while Mr. Carrow takes a photo of the locker with his phone. When Henri brings the janitor back to his locker, Mr. Carrow tells him, “Go back to the gym.” 
 
    "But my shoes," Henri says. 
 
    “Get your stupid shoes!” Mr. Carrow yells at him and Henri quickly gets his shoes from his locker and races back to the gym, scared to be there any longer. 
 
    “Take care of this,” Mr. Carrow says to the janitor. 
 
    The janitor looks at the word written across the boy’s locker. “Mr. Carrow, are you sure we should…” 
 
    “Just remove it!” Mr. Carrow yells. “And if it’s not gone before students start arriving, I’ll know who to blame.” And then Mr. Carrow walks back to the gym, leaving the janitor to clean up the mess. 
 
    He’s cleaned plenty of graffiti before, many different words, but never this word. Why would someone write this on the boy’s locker if it wasn’t true? 
 
    Arya 
 
    I waited. I waited for the uproar. I waited for the students to talk, whisper, spread the word about what was written on Henri’s locker, but nothing happened. I decided to look for myself, but when I went to his locker, I saw nothing. He had taken it off before anyone could see it. “Arya Secord to the principal’s office please.” I hear over the intercom. All the students around me stare and point at me, thinking I must be in big trouble. And they were right. 
 
    When I walk into the principal’s office, there are four people. Mr. Filch, the principal, at his desk, Mr. Carrow, standing in the back corner, Henri, sitting in a chair and a man standing behind Henri’s chair who I would soon learn is Henri’s father. 
 
    “Ms. Secord,” Mr. Filch says. “Please sit.” I sit in the open chair next to Henri, feeling all their eyes on me. “Ms. Secord, it seems someone vandalized Henri’s locker this morning. Fortunately, the janitor was able to clean it off before anyone saw,” Mr. Filch says. “Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    "I don't," I say automatically without even thinking about it. 
 
    “She did it!” Mr. Carrow says from his back corner. “I saw her at school early this morning, fleeing the scene of the crime.” 
 
    “Ms. Secord?” Mr. Filch asks. 
 
    "I was here doing homework early this morning," I say. 
 
    “This very serious, Ms. Secord,” Mr. Filch says. 
 
    "I know," I say. And then, in my peripheral vision, I see Henri's father slap Henri on the side of the head. 
 
    “I saw her,” Henri says. “I saw her spray paint my locker.”  He was reluctant to expose me, I guess we all hate to be a snitch no matter what the situation. 
 
    “Ms. Secord?” Mr. Filch asks. 
 
    "Okay, I was the one that spray painted it," I say. 
 
    “Why would you write that on his locker?” Mr. Filch asks. “Did he do something to you?” 
 
    “No, but he…” I start and then look to Henri. I can’t tell them what he did. I can’t expose Mia like this. And he knows it. 
 
    “Ms. Secord, this is going to lead to suspension, if not expulsion,” Mr. Filch says. “I’ll have to gather all the information and send it to the board for review…” 
 
    “Wait!” Mr. Young, Henri’s father finally speaks. “I will not have this word connected to my son for everyone to see and judge on, even to say it is false, which it is.” 
 
    “I can’t just suspend or expel her with no reason,” Mr. Filch says. 
 
    “She will leave this school then,” Mr. Young says, and I turn to look at him, appalled by what he is suggesting. “Say it’s just a transfer, but she will leave this school. I don’t want her anywhere near my son. No one outside of this room will know.” 
 
    “Mr. Young,” Mr. Filch says. “I can’t just tell her to leave…” 
 
    "May I speak with them alone?" Mr. Young says. Mr. Filch is upset to be thrown out of his own office, but when you are Mr. Young, owner of Young Construction, you get whatever you want. Mr. Carrow and Mr. Filch both leave the office, leaving me with Henri and his father. 
 
    “Now you listen, girl,” Mr. Young says to me. “Henri has told me everything. About him dating your sister and how she then decided he raped her after he broke up with her.” 
 
    "That is not what happened," I say. 
 
    "Shut up," Mr. Young says. "I'm going to tell you what's going to happen. You are going to leave this school, take your sister with you, and act like it was your choice. I don't care what school you go to, just leave this one. You can say you were having issues with other students as a reason to give to your parents if you want, again, I don't care. You are never going to tell anyone about this, ever. The only people that will know the full story are you, me, Henri, and your sister. If anyone ever finds out about why you left, you will tell them that you tried to ruin Henri's reputation by falsely accusing him of rape. That will be the story you will tell Mr. Carrow and Mr. Filch when they come back in here. Have I made myself clear?" 
 
    “Why should I?” I say, for some reason feeling brave against one of the richest, most powerful men in the town. 
 
    Mr. Young comes right up to my face. “Because it would be a shame if anything happened to your father’s dentist practice.” 
 
    "You're threatening my father?" I say. I didn't know he would stoop this low, but I shouldn't be surprised. 
 
    “Just do what I say, and you’ll be fine,” Mr. Young says. “Now, have I made myself clear?” 
 
    “I’m not doing it,” I say. “I’ll tell my dad. He’s not afraid to stand up to you.” 
 
    "He should be," Mr. Young says, and I glare at him. Young Construction is the construction company that the major cities around us all use for their big projects. The company is huge, you can see their trucks on the streets, and everyone knows who they are. But there's a reason they are the biggest construction company around. Because they get rid of any competition. There are rumours of what they've done to other construction companies. Slashing tires, breaking equipment, anything you can imagine. And they never get caught. They never pay the price for their actions. Some say Mr. Young came from a mafia family once upon a time ago. They say he's been in jail and that he did terrible things in his youth. And then he built up this construction company from nothing, but you can't get the mafia life out of his blood. If there's a problem, he'll take care of it, or find someone to. There is only one big construction company in the town next to us that has managed to stay alive with Mr. Young and his goons around. And that's only because they would leave their employees out overnight with their construction equipment, equipped with baseball bats to beat up Mr. Young's guys when they stepped foot on the property. At least that's what my dad told me.  
 
    These two big construction companies are the only ones in the surrounding area to do major projects and they have accepted each other's existence, but Young Construction is still the dominant one. With the things Mr. Young has done, I should be scared of him. My dad should be too. He's done so much worse without any repercussions. Setting a match to my dad's dental office, destroying his expensive equipment would be child's play to him. He's gotten away with far worse. Filing a complaint or a delayed reaction from the police won't help when your entire practice is destroyed. And then he'd do it again. Like he did to all the other construction companies. Ruined them until they were no longer competition anymore. "Tell your father if you want. Just make sure you use my name when you do." And he smiles at me.  
 
    Expose Mia to be judged by everyone and risk my dad’s practice, or just leave this school, getting myself and Mia away from here. I think of all the bad that will happen if I try to go up against Mr. Young and I don’t see any good. I see my dad’s practice and Mia’s years of high school ruined. But, if we switch schools, Mia gets away from her rapist and doesn’t have to see him again. She can have a fresh start, somewhere different, and be a different person.  
 
    Yes, it's nice to see someone pay for the pain they've caused, yes, you want justice for the wrongs that have been done to you. But it's not always possible. And maybe getting away is the best solution for the situation. Getting away to live a better life and not be brought down by the horrors of your past. That's why I chose what seemed like the coward's way out. Because putting people through more pain so that they can attempt to get justice doesn't always work. I was the one who did something bad, with good intentions, to try and get justice for my sister, to expose a rapist, and it backfired on me. This time, I would give her an escape, a fresh start, and maybe that would be the better path to take for healing. Getting away. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I say.  
 
    “You’ll do what?” Mr. Young asks, wanting a clear answer. 
 
    “I’ll go along with your bogus story,” I say. To protect the ones I care about. They shouldn’t have to suffer because I lost control. Mia never asked me to get back at Henri. That was my choice. I hated him and what he did to her. How he made her feel and that he didn’t even think he did something wrong. I’ll admit, I was selfish. What if Mia didn’t want me to get back at Henri? Yes, I spray painted his locker to expose him for who he truly is to everyone. But I also did it for myself, to let my anger out. I’m not going to let Mia suffer because of me. 
 
    “Good,” Mr. Young says, unaffected by my attitude. “I’ll go fetch Mr. Carrow and Mr. Filch.” When Mr. Young leaves the room, I turn to Henri. 
 
    “You called your father?!” I yell at him. 
 
    “Trust me,” Henri says, “I didn’t want to. It was Mr. Carrow that called him. He’s the one that wants you gone for trying to ruin me.” 
 
    "This is ridiculous," I say. 
 
    "I told you, you went too far," Henri says. 
 
    “Do you really believe what you told your father, Henri?” I ask him. “Do you really think you did nothing wrong? Do you really think you’re not a rapist?!” 
 
    “Stop calling me that!” Henri yells at me, the anger growing. “It’s not true. I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “You are a rapist,” I say, pushing him closer to the edge. “And you will get what you deserve eventually.” 
 
    “She never said no,” Henri says. “She was just shy and unsure of herself. Not surprising for her first time.” 
 
    “She was scared,” I say. 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” Henri says. “She knew what was going to happen when she came over, if she didn’t want it, she should have…” 
 
    "Fuck you," I say. "You took advantage of her and you know it. No one should have to manipulate, convince, or guilt someone into sex. They should just want to do it. And if at the moment, they don't want to do it, then you back off. How can you enjoy sex with someone that doesn't want you to do that to them? Only a sick, twisted person would get off on that. You just said, 'How am I supposed to know?', just be aware, Henri, read the fuckin' situation and don't be an asshole. It's not that hard, even for an idiot like you." 
 
    He glares at me and I can tell he’s very angry. “I hope you enjoy your new school,” Henri says menacingly. “I bet Lexi will be disappointed to lose his girl.” I glare at him. “Don’t worry, Arya, I won’t let anyone know that West Side’s ‘perfect princess’ was hooking up with the hockey captain in the drama room closet.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I say. “Tell people, I don’t fuckin’ care.” I’m not going to even ask how he knows. I’m just so done with him. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Henri says. “You don’t want people thinking you’re a slut. After chewing my ear out over your sister, you go and suck the hockey captain’s…” 
 
    "Shut the fuck up!" I yell at him. "I didn't…" I shouldn't have to explain myself. I shouldn't have to comment on what I've done with anyone. It's none of their business, but teens love to gossip. They love hearing who's with who, who's having sex, who's not, it's ridiculous. "I'm not fuckin' explaining myself to you." 
 
    “Don’t get yourself too worked up, Arya,” Henri taunts. “We both know you have a temper that you don’t know how to control.” 
 
    “Only when I’m dealing with fuckin’ pricks like you,” I say. 
 
    “I bet Mia will be happy to hear that she has to leave this school,” Henri says. “Nice, pretty, smart girl. It’s a shame she has a psycho for a sister.” 
 
    “I bet she’ll be glad to get away from a rapist like you,” I say, and I know I am pushing him further to the edge. 
 
    “Call me that one more time Arya and I’ll beat that snarky attitude out of you,” Henri says. “I’m not scared of hitting a girl when she needs some sense slapped into her.”  
 
    “What other word would you like me to use, Henri?” I ask. “Because I can think of no better word to describe you.” 
 
    “How about I describe you, Arya? Do you know what guys say about you?” Henri says and I just stare at him, waiting for his response. “They call you a prude, Arya. They call you a tease. That you think you’re too good for any guy. That you purposely make yourself look as desirable as possible, just so you can reject guys. That it’s a game to you. That you’re asking for it. They say that some guy just needs to bend you over and fuck you so that you can get over yourself. Knock you down a couple of pegs.” I try to keep a straight face. I’m either a slut or a prude. That’s what it’s like for girls. You will be judged no matter what you do. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I say. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because you are trying to ruin my life, Arya!” he yells at me. “Because you think I’m something I’m not. I have never forced a girl to do something against her will.” 
 
    “Just because you think you didn’t force her, doesn’t mean you didn’t,” I say. “But I am done with this conversation. I’m done trying to make a rapist realize why his actions were wrong.” 
 
    He comes up to me. “I warned you, Arya,” Henri says and then he slaps me across the face. I stand up to him, but as I do, all three of the men previously in the office come back. 
 
    “Ms. Secord?” Mr. Filch says, sitting back at his desk. “Is there something you want to share with us?” 
 
    I look at all of them, saving my last glance for Mr. Young. He never takes his eyes off me, as if daring me to defy him. How do you beat someone like him? Someone that will stop at nothing to keep himself on top. 
 
    "I want to explain what really happened between Henri and me." I take a deep breath. "I had a disagreement with Henri," I say, feeling the burn of Henri's slap on my face. "I thought I could ruin his reputation by falsely accusing him of being a rapist. I know it was wrong." 
 
    "This is very serious, Ms. Secord," Mr. Filch says. "Do you realize the harm you could have caused to not only Henri but this school?" 
 
     “I know, Mr. Filch,” I say. “I think in the best interests of everyone, it would be best if my sister and I transferred to a different school.” 
 
    *** 
 
    No POV – Before Going into the Office 
 
    “Please call Arya Secord to my office,” Mr. Filch says to Ms. Pince. 
 
    “Of course,” Ms. Pince says, and then over the P.A. system says, “Arya Secord to the principal’s office please.” 
 
    "Sometimes I hate this job," Mr. Filch says. "I have Mr. Young in my office now claiming that this girl spray-painted 'RAPIST' on his son's locker." 
 
    “Is it true?” Ms. Pince asks. 
 
    “Mr. Carrow confirmed the story. Even has picture proof,” Mr. Filch says. “I’ll have to see what she says.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Ms. Pince, Arthur, thank you both for joining me.” Mr. Filch says to Ms. Pince and the janitor who had cleaned Henri’s locker earlier day. Mr. Carrow stays in the corner of the office. 
 
    "As you know, Arya Secord spray-painted 'RAPIST' on Henri Young's locker," Mr. Filch says. "She did it out of anger towards him. Arya and her sister are going to transfer to East Side Academy. Today is their last day at West Side Academy. This is a delicate matter. We do not want it spreading around the school that a girl falsely accused a guy here of rape, so please, keep this information to yourself. I mean it, you can tell no one. If anyone wants to know why the two of them left, say that Arya was having issues with one or more students and decided to switch schools. Her sister Mia left because it only made sense to keep the two of them together. Understood?" Mr. Filch looks between the janitor and Ms. Pince. They both nod, but they are both thinking different things. Ms. Pince is thinking how much nicer it will be without that girl around, flipping her hair, smiling, attracting stares from any guy that comes near her. The janitor is thinking that a girl who has been hurt is being thrown to the curb to maintain the image of the prestigious West Side Academy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 – Smoke Clears 
 
    “You'll never be alone / Even when your world explodes / 'Cause after all the smoke clears / I will be right here” – Smoke Clears, Andy Grammer 
 
    Arya 
 
    James just holds me at the end of it. Never once interrupting me throughout the story. I didn't tell James the part about Lexi, he doesn't need to know about that. "I'm so sorry, Arya," James says. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, James,” I say. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Henri is the one who is the jerk. Him and his father.” 
 
    “He forced you to stay quiet,” James says. 
 
    “This is why I couldn’t tell you, James,” I say. “This is the mess I was trying to keep you out of. I was supposed to keep a low profile, that was my plan. Survive the next three semesters and then it wouldn’t matter once I graduated. I didn’t account for one of your jealous admirers to expose me.” 
 
    “I will talk to Lisa,” James says. “I hated what she did to you, but I am no better by just abandoning you.” 
 
    “I already forgave you, James,” I say. “And now that you know everything, there is nothing else for one of your other admirers to expose.” 
 
    "You make it sound like there's a lot," James says. 
 
    "Have you seen you?" I say, looking straight at James and he just smiles at me. "Every girl at this school is jealous of me. I'm dating this super good-looking, soccer star that is smart, kind, and sometimes funny." 
 
    “Well I think I’ve had more than my fair share of guys trying to get with you to last a lifetime,” James says. 
 
    I laugh at James and grab hold of his arm and lean against him again. 
 
    “Thank you, James,” I say. “But if Mr. Quirrel ever propositions me, you’ll have to just accept it.” And then I wink at him. 
 
    “I’ve had to hear girls fawning over him ever since Grade 9,” James says. “Now you too?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, James,” I say. “He’s my unrealistic crush. You are my everything.” I stare at him. “I do have a question though. Why did you come up to Henri and me today?” I ask. 
 
    “Because I hate that guy,” James says. “He’s a jerk and I don’t trust him. When I saw him talking to you, I couldn’t help myself. Your story just makes him worse than I ever thought. What he did to your sister is unforgivable and I can’t forgive him for putting his hands on you,” James says as he softly touches my throat where Henri’s hand once was. 
 
    “Mia is stronger than I could ever be,” I say. “She’s the one that wanted me to tell you everything. She was willing to have me expose what happened to her to you so that we could be together again. She said as happy as I seemed at West Side, I was never happier than when I was with you. I should have trusted you with everything.” 
 
    “No, Arya,” James says. “I should have known you wouldn’t have kept something from me if you didn’t have a reason.” 
 
    “We’ve only known each other for a couple of months, James,” I say. “It’s not unreasonable to have doubts.” 
 
    “But I feel like I have known you forever,” James says. “You were always meant to come into my life.” 
 
    “The one good thing that came out of this horrific mess is that I got to meet you,” I say. 
 
    “Arya,” James says. “If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand, but that day in the hallway…” James looks at me to see if he can continue and I just nod. “I had no idea, I only found out yesterday. I tried to get to you, I went to your house…” 
 
    “I know you didn’t know,” I say. “I didn’t want you to know.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Arya. If I hadn’t left you…” 
 
    “Don’t James,” I say, putting a hand to his chest. “Don’t you dare think that you are in any way responsible for what happened.” 
 
    “I’ll kill him, Arya,” James says. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I say. “I already have one rapist that hates me, I don’t need another.” 
 
    “Arya, he can’t get away with…”  
 
    “James,” I say, “can we please handle one thing at a time? Please?” Handle Henri first. He’s the most dangerous and now that he knows that James knows the truth about him, he could go crying to his dad about it. But I know he won’t. Henri was reluctant to expose me at West Side and he wasn’t the one to call his father. If anything, Henri prefers to deal with problems himself. 
 
    “Okay,” James says. “But I’m not forgetting it. He’s a scumbag.” James looks at me. I know he wants to ask about what happened. Not because he wants to know, but so he can direct his anger to the truth instead of what he thinks might have happened. He wants a clear picture so he can hate Eric even more, even if the picture will horrify him. 
 
    “Nothing happened, James,” I assure him. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me anything,” James says. “Only if you think it will help.” 
 
    The first time telling someone about your assault is the worst. I've already told Diana. The truth is already out there. There is someone that already knows the truth about what happened in that bathroom. "He groped me in the hallway. He's the type of guy that enjoys it if the girl doesn't want it. Told me that no one would believe the girl who cried rape. That he saw it as an opportunity. I stepped on his foot and then I kneed him between the legs and that's when he pushed me in the bathroom." I stop because this is where it gets hard, this is where he took it too far and people let him. I can't look at James to say the rest. 
 
    “Arya…” 
 
    "He pushed me against the wall, he grabbed my hair and then undid his pants. He forced me to kneel in front of him. He threatened to smash my head against the wall if I didn't do it." It's like someone else is talking. I feel out of my body, like it's not me. 
 
    “He’s dead, Arya. I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    I turn to James. “That’s the scene the footballers walked in on. That’s as far as it went.” 
 
    James just holds me, saying nothing.  
 
    “The worst part,” I say, “is that those people in the hallway that saw him groping me, that saw him push me in there, they were just going to let it happen.” 
 
    “Arya…” 
 
    “Did they think I deserved it? Did they think it’s not their problem or not their responsibility?” I say. “Were they scared? Scared of the repercussions? Did they just assume someone else would do something? Did they just look at each other like idiots, afraid to step in?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Arya,” James says. “But there is no excuse.” 
 
    "I was scared, James," I say. "Really scared. I didn't know how it was going to end. I was going to let him smash my head against the wall. This is what it's like, isn't it? This is what so many girls and women have felt like. This is what my sister felt like. Powerless. Afraid. Humiliated. And I'm one of the lucky ones because someone stepped in! That doesn't usually happen!" 
 
    "No one deserves this to happen to them," James says. "I am so sorry that girls have to go through this. I mean, I know it's not just girls, but they are usually the targets." 
 
    “It’s the school, James,” I say. “They don’t teach us that it’s not okay to do this. They tell us not to do drugs and not to drink and drive, but they don’t talk about sex. They don’t talk about consent. James, if I’m getting sexually harassed and assaulted, if my sister has been raped, imagine what else has happened that we don’t know about. This whole idea of not talking about sex, of just talking about abstinence is bullshit and it’s hurting people.” 
 
    “I know.” He rubs my shoulder soothingly.  
 
    “And I’m a terrible person for thinking that it could never happen to me,” I say. “It can happen to anyone. And it’s not until it happens to you that you truly understand why people keep silent about this. It’s dehumanizing. It’s someone invading your soul. Taking a piece of it that you can never get back. And they expect you to talk about it, explain it in detail? All the while knowing that there is a boy that’s going to tell you he didn’t think he was doing anything wrong. That you are ruining his life. That he doesn’t deserve this. A boy that will try and convince you that it’s you that has the problem.” I pause. “A boy that you have to see every day.” 
 
    “I will never truly understand what it’s like for you, Arya,” James says. “But I will do everything I can to make sure another girl doesn’t have to go through what you or your sister did.” 
 
    “Thanks, James. I think that’s enough for one day,” I say, leaning against him.  
 
    “Whatever you need, Arya. Whatever you want, I’ll give it to you,” he says. 
 
    “Just you, James,” I say. “Right now, I just want you.” He kisses me softly. 
 
    “Always, Arya.” And then James just looks out on the water. 
 
    “We’ve been here a while,” I say. “Don’t you have work?” 
 
    James looks at his watch. “We’ve got a bit of time.” 
 
    “James,” I say, knowing he is lying. 
 
    “Okay, we have no time,” James says.“But I’m going to be late anyway so I might as well enjoy it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    James 
 
    "Late again," I hear my uncle's voice as I walk into his home office. I was hoping that maybe he would be out on-site somewhere. 
 
    "Sorry, Uncle Terry," I say, walking into the office. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Uncle Terry says. “Your soccer game ran late?” 
 
    "You could say that," I say. 
 
    Uncle Terry stands up, coming up to me to stand in front of me. “You do remember when I said three strikes and you’re out? I don’t care if you’re my nephew, I can’t be seen making special privileges for you. That wouldn’t be fair to the other guys, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I agree. He looks into my eyes, searching for a truth he is not getting from me. 
 
    “You were with her, weren’t you?” Uncle Terry says. 
 
    "I don't know what you are talking about," I say. I have never mentioned Arya to my uncle, knowing that he would just see her as a distraction, but I'd be stupid to think he didn't figure out about her. Between my mom and my aunt, he must have found out. 
 
    "You know perfectly well what I'm talking about," he says. "Don't think I haven't noticed you moping about here and on-site the past couple of weeks, making mistakes that I had to fix!" 
 
    "I'm sorry, Uncle Terry," I say. 
 
    “So what is it?” he asks. “Did she bat her eyelashes at you and now you are back together?” 
 
    “No, it’s not like that…” I start, but he doesn’t let me explain. 
 
    “What happens when she hurts you again?” he says. “Are you going to be moping around again? Don’t you see she’s just a distraction?” 
 
    "She makes me happy," I say. 
 
    “She’s not worth losing this job over,” Uncle Terry says. 
 
    "I was my best when we were together," I say. "I'm a better person when I'm with her." 
 
    “You are living in a fantasy, boy,” Uncle Terry says. “Hard work and dedication are how you are going to get out of this town. Not getting all cozy with some girl that’s just going to break your heart. It’s not worth it. She’s rich, James. She’s not from our world. She’ll turn her back on you as soon as something better comes along.” Uncle Terry speaks as if he’s experienced this in his life. Did he make sacrifices for a girl that ended up turning her back on him? 
 
     “I will do whatever work you ask of me,” I say. “I won’t be late again. I’ll do whatever you say.” 
 
    "But you won't let her go?" Uncle Terry says and I just stare at him which only confirms his question. "Change into your construction gear. The boys are working late today on one of our sites, and you are going to help them." I nod, already knowing that he has phoned ahead and told the boys to give me a hard time. I can do it. I can handle it. Uncle Terry can throw anything he wants at me. I'll be his hardest worker. I'll be a star student. But I will never let Arya get away from me ever again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arya 
 
    James came back that night after finishing work and rang the doorbell. 
 
    "I'll get it," I say, jumping off the couch, leaving Mia in front of the TV. When I open the door, he's just standing there, hands in his pockets, looking at my mom's flowers by the doorstep. "James?" I say and he looks up at me and smiles. "Shouldn't you be at home?" 
 
    "I wanted to see you again," James says. He looks tired, like he's had a rough night. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask him, reaching a hand to touch his cheek. 
 
    "I am now," James says, holding onto my wrist. "Just a long night at work. I also wanted to see Mia." I'm surprised, but I shouldn't be. James of all people, with two younger sisters of his own, knows what it's like to look after and protect them. And he must know the pain of watching them hurt. You do everything in your power to take the hurt from them, even if it means putting it on yourself. I let him in the house, and he walks into the living room where Mia is sitting on her own. 
 
    “I think this is the episode, Arya!” Mia says, looking at the TV and not realizing another person is in the room. 
 
    "Mia," I say, and it grabs her attention, and she sees that James is beside me. 
 
    “James!” Mia says happily. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    "I came to see you," James says and he sits on the couch next to her and his eyes glance towards the TV. "Has he still not gotten rid of that Cassie girl?" James says and both Mia and I stare at him. 
 
    “You watch the Bachelor?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    James coughs into this elbow and readjusts his seating. “My sister watches it,” James says. “Not me.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I say, winking at him while he rolls his eyes. 
 
    "Anyway," James says, turning to Mia. "I'm sure Arya already told you that she told me everything." Mia nods, I told her as soon as I came home and while she felt terrible that I had to encounter Henri again, she was so happy that James and I were back together. "I'm sorry about what happened to you, Mia. It's not your fault and no one deserves to go through that. It took a lot of courage to tell Arya what happened. There is no doubt that we both believe you and we will always be here to support you however you need." He comes in closer to her and wraps an arm around her shoulders. She puts her head in the crook of his neck and I know she is holding back her tears. James wraps his other arm around her to hold her close. "You always have us, Mia." 
 
    *** 
 
    “Thanks, James,” I say out on the front porch, the porch lights on in the darkness. 
 
    “Of course,” James says. “I feel responsible for her as well, she’s like one of my little sisters.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” I say. “I have both parents and just one sister and I couldn’t even protect her.” 
 
    “Hey,” James says, coming up close to me. “You are a great sister. Mia is lucky to have you. You can’t take responsibility for what happened with Henri. That’s all on him.” 
 
    “It hurts,” I say, “to see someone you love in pain and not know how you can fix it.” 
 
    “Believe me, Arya,” James says. “I know. Does she know about Eric?” 
 
    “Only from the gossip at school,” I say. “I downplayed it as much as I could. I didn’t want her to somehow feel responsible for what happened.” 
 
    I see the headlights of my dad’s vehicle turn into the driveway. “He’s probably not going to be very happy to see me here,” James says. 
 
    “He’s going to have to get over it,” I say. 
 
    “Does he still hold a grudge for me for staying over the one night?” James asks. 
 
    "I think he just sees you as the reason for me being miserable the past couple of weeks," I say. "I let my parents believe that our break up was all that was wrong." 
 
    “Geez, thanks, Arya,” James says sarcastically with a smile. 
 
    “He’ll come around,” I promise. 
 
    "Arya," Dad says coming out of the garage door instead of going into the house. "I see you have some late-night company." 
 
    “I was just leaving, Dr. Secord,” James says. 
 
    "Do you think you can just come here whenever you like?" Dad says. 
 
    “Dad, please,” I say. 
 
    "You try to sleep with my daughter, in my house I might add, then you break up with her, and now you think you can just come around here as if nothing has happened?" Dad says. Okay, so he still holds a grudge. 
 
    “Dad, it’s not like that,” I start. 
 
    “I gave you the benefit of the doubt, James,” Dad says. “I liked you, I trusted you, but you are no better than any other teenage boy at that school.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “You are not good enough for my daughter, James,” Dad says seriously. 
 
    “Dad, please…” 
 
    “No, Arya,” James says, looking at my dad. “He’s right. I’m not good enough for you. But Dr. Secord, I will spend the rest of my life trying to be. I care so much for your daughter and she means everything to me. I want to be the one to protect her. I have never felt this way about someone before.” 
 
    The two most important men in my life just stare at each other. James is trying to let my dad know that he is a good guy and that he would do anything to protect me. My dad is trying to figure out if it’s true. Then the front door opens. 
 
    “Mom,” I say. 
 
    “James, it’s good to see you again,” she says as if she didn’t already know he was out here. “A little chilly for a chat on the porch.” 
 
    “James was just leaving,” Dad says. 
 
    “Steve,” Mom says. 
 
    “He’s right,” James says. “I was just leaving. I’ll see you guys later.” He looks at me. This is where he would kiss me before he leaves but he’s not stupid enough to do that in front of my parents. “I’ll see you at school, Arya.”  
 
    And then he leaves, and we all go back inside. 
 
    “What was he doing here, Arya?” Dad says to me. 
 
    “He was checking in on me,” I say. “He was only here for like twenty minutes. Even ask Mom.” 
 
    Dad looks to Mom and she nods. “So after all these miserable weeks you just take him back? Arya, I can’t believe you are letting a boy have so much control over you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t!” 
 
    “He broke up with you and then you go into this depressive state,” Dad says. “And now you are going to turn all happy because you have him back? Arya, you are extremely smart and a great soccer player. I don’t want you to lose yourself to some boy. You are so much better than that.” 
 
    I can't tell them the real reason I was upset these past couple of weeks. "I'm my best with James. I'm my happiest with James. He doesn't pull me down, he brings me up. It's okay if you don't think he's good enough for me because I know that he is more than good enough for me. And I'm going to continue dating him whether you like it or not." 
 
    “Steve,” Mom puts a hand on Dad’s arm. “Your daughter really likes this boy, and I can tell he likes her a lot too. Don’t ruin it.” 
 
    Dad looks at Mom. “I just want what’s best for her.” 
 
    “That’s James,” I say. “Dad please, James is one of the good guys. He cares for me and I care for him.” 
 
    Mom raises an eyebrow at Dad. While Dad is blinded to how much James cares for me because he sees him as just another teenage boy trying to get lucky with me, I know my mom sees it. She knows how much James cares for me and how he would do anything for me. 
 
    “If he ever causes you pain ever again,” Dad says, “that’ll be it.” I smile and then hug him. I know he just wants to protect me, I know he just wants the best for me. I just wish he would realize that it’s James. James is the one to protect me and he’s the best for me. 
 
    *** 
 
    "Who would have thought that all you guys needed was to be sent to the principal's office to finally get back together!" Diana says in our English study group during class, consisting of myself, Teddy, Diana, Lincoln, and George with all of our desks turned towards each other. 
 
    "Diana, can we please focus on the reading," Lincoln says into his book. 
 
    “Lincoln, I know you didn’t do so well on the last test,” Diana says in mock humour, and I can sense Lincoln getting irritated beside me. “But it doesn’t mean you can spoil my time finding out how the best catch in Grade 11 is now off the market again.” 
 
    “Hey!” both Teddy and George say at the same time. 
 
    “I love you guys,” Diana says, “but I know too much about you to even think of you in that category.” 
 
    “So what did he say, Arya?” Diana asks me across our desks. “What did he do? I heard he punched one of the guys on the West Side soccer team.” 
 
    “Diana, please,” Lincoln says. “We can have this conversation at lunch.” 
 
    Diana concedes and we go back to our readings. I talked with Mia the night before and we agreed on what to do for now. She and I both told our closest friends the entire story, which they all promised to keep to themselves while Mia and I figured out what we were going to do next. For now, James and I both have a soccer team that we need to get into the finals for the championships. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 45 – The Game 
 
   



 

 “I'm stronger cause you made me / You will never faze me / You can never take me down / 'Cause you know that / I've been doing my thing / I've been running my game / And you know I won't look back / You know that / Everywhere I go / When everyone who knows me / Knows that I would stand alone / It's all part of the game” – The Game, Alyssa Reid 
 
    Arya 
 
    There are only six teams in our area to compete against for the county championship. We each play each other once and then the bottom two teams are knocked out. 1st place vs. 4th place and 2nd place vs. 3rd place in the semi-finals, with the winners of each match playing each other in the finals for the championship. The winners would then go on to play in EOSSA to play the best soccer teams in Eastern Ontario. Currently, the standings for the senior girls’ soccer team are as follows: 
 
    1st – West Side Academy 
 
    2nd – East Side Academy 
 
    3rd – Greenwood Academy 
 
    4th – Whitewater Academy 
 
    The standings for the senior boys’ team are as follows: 
 
    1st – West Side Academy 
 
    2nd – East Side Academy 
 
    3rd – Whitewater Academy 
 
    4th – Silver Valley Academy 
 
    Both James and I would have to play the third-place teams while West Side got the easier job of playing the fourth-place team, but I was confident in both our teams being able to take home the championship. 
 
    “Hope you don’t choke this time as well, Arya,” Isabella says to me as we step out onto the field for our semi-final match. “What’s that? Five games you have been in this rut? Don’t worry, I’ll make sure we win this championship with or without you.” 
 
    “Like how you beat West Side?” I say, and Isabella glares at me. “Look, Isabella, we have to work together for this team. You know that together we could crush these teams easily. Yes, I have been in a rut since the beginning of the season, but it stops today,” I say confidently. 
 
    "Just stick to your side of the pitch," Isabella says, walking over to the left edge of the center circle and I stay on the right. 
 
    James 
 
    "Same lineup as last game," Mr. Quirrel calls from his clipboard.  
 
    “Coach!” Daniel says. “You’re seriously keeping Fox on the starting line up? He hasn’t been able to play the past five games!” 
 
    “Quiet Daniel,” Mr. Quirrel says. “I will do what I think is best for the team. Now get out there and let’s show them who’s the better team!” 
 
    All the guys cheer, going out on the field, pumped to play in the semifinals, and get one step closer to the championship game. 
 
    "You better not fuck it up this time, Fox," Daniel says, passing me by. 
 
    Don’t worry, captain, I think to myself. I’ve got the girl back and my touch as well. 
 
    No POV 
 
    Both East Side teams won their games. Neither game was even close. Both the girls and the boys dominated their games with their star players finally back to their star performance level. 
 
    Both West Side teams won their games as well. It was what the town always hoped and looked forward to every sports season, a West Side vs. East Side championship match. And now there would be two. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 – Not Afraid 
 
    “I'm not afraid (I'm not afraid) / To take a stand (to take a stand) / Everybody (everybody) / Come take my hand (come take my hand) / We'll walk this road together, through the storm / Whatever weather, cold or warm / Just letting you know that you're not alone / Holler if you feel like you've been down the same road (same road)” – Not Afraid, Eminem 
 
    Arya 
 
    “The game is this Tuesday, James,” I say into the phone, sitting at my desk late on a Saturday night, “how are you feeling?” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” James says confidently. “I am very confident that both East Side teams will win.” 
 
    "You sound sure of yourself," I say. 
 
    “West Side just barely beat us, both in your game and mine,” James says. “And that was when we were underperforming. There’s no way they can beat us now.” 
 
    “Everyone’s going to be out there,” I say. “West Side vs. East Side in the championships? They’re going to let out the entire school for it.” 
 
    "Well, you are fortunate that you will play on the home field and have the school cheering for you," James says. "I'm the one that will have to play at West Side with their fans." 
 
    "I wish I could be there to watch you play," I say. 
 
    “I wish I could watch you play as well,” James say. “I told you to lose so you could finally watch me play soccer!” I laugh and he does as well. After a moment of silence, he asks, “Does your dad still hate me?” 
 
    “As much as any dad hates the guy their teenage daughter is dating,” I say to try and lighten the mood, but James is silent on the other end. “He just wants what’s best for me, James.” 
 
    “And I’m not it,” James says. 
 
    “You are,” I say. “If it takes my dad a little longer to realize it, that’s fine. He will.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do to prove it to him,” James says. 
 
    “Just be the guy I know you are,” I say. 
 
    “A broke East Sider who has a thing for soccer chicks?” James says and I know he is smiling. 
 
    “Chicks?” 
 
    “Chick,” James corrects himself. “Singular.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I hear a knock on my door and turn to see my sister opening the door slightly to poke her head through. 
 
    “James,” I say into the phone. “I have a gremlin in my room right now, I’ll see you Monday.” 
 
    “Gremlin?” James asks but I hang up on him and put the phone on my desk face down. 
 
    Mia comes into the room and sits on my bed. I come and sit next to her, knowing that there is something big on her mind. “What is it, Mia?” I ask, brushing my hand through her hair lovingly. 
 
    "It's time," Mia says. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s time for people to know,” Mia says. “They need to know the truth.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting exactly?” I ask. 
 
    My sister wanted to create a video to tell her truth. To expose everything that Henri did and explain her feelings and her side of the story. 
 
    It was time she said. We couldn’t charge Henri, but we could make sure that everyone knew what he did and have them come to their own conclusions. The fresh start wasn’t enough. Not when all the bad came back to follow us. She won’t say it, but I know my sister can’t stand how people have treated me and how they look at me. I tried to brush it off, especially now since my friends and James know the truth, but Mia doesn’t want that for me anymore. But there would be repercussions. Henri’s father wouldn’t take a scandal like this connected to his name sitting down. He had threatened our father’s dentist practice. I reminded Mia of this.  
 
    “You know what he’s capable of,” I say to Mia.  
 
    “I know,” Mia says. “I think it’s time to stop hiding from everyone. Time to ask for help and stop running from the past.” 
 
    “I thought a fresh start would be best,” I say. “I didn’t mean for it to go so horribly wrong.” 
 
    “It was the best, Arya,” Mia says. “At the time. But now it’s time to tell the truth.” 
 
    “Dad needs to know, Mia,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” Mia says. “Everyone has to know, and we need to tell Mom and Dad first before sharing any sort of video.” 
 
    So we did. We told them everything the next day, from the rape to the graffiti to the threats. Obviously, my parents were upset. Obviously, they wished we had come to them earlier. It took a lot of convincing to get them not to call the police then and there.  
 
    “It will only make things worse,” I say. 
 
    “He needs to pay for what he did,” Dad says. 
 
    “And that’s what we are trying to do!” I say back. “You know if we go to the police that it will just backfire on us.” I look at my dad, trying to get him to understand the pain that Mia would have to go through with a route that does not guarantee a good outcome. 
 
    It then takes even more convincing to keep my dad in the house instead of driving up to Henri’s house and seeking his own justice, like I had done. 
 
    “Steve,” Mom says, “you know you can’t do that. See what happened to your oldest daughter when she tried to ‘seek her own justice’.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Mom,” I say to her. 
 
    "Don't apologize, Arya," Mom says. "I know that sisters are known for keeping secrets, but you both must understand now how extreme this one was. This isn't something you should keep from us." Mia and I both nod. I know what Mom says is true, but it's very hard to reveal something like this to anyone, let alone a parent. It'd be easier to say a guy was stalking you or, or someone stole from you, but being raped is different. Other crimes are more clear-cut, but rape isn't and the trauma from it is much worse than a stolen purse. I think my mom understands why we kept it a secret from them. She just felt hurt that she didn’t know how much her daughters were suffering underneath her own roof. 
 
    Despite everything, they were kind. They were supportive. I emphasized the threat Mr. Young made to my dad. Dad knows what Mr. Young is capable of. My dad is the one that told me all the stories about him. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Dad says. 
 
    “Dad.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Arya,” Dad says. “You do what you have to do, and I’ll do what I have to do.” 
 
    That night, I would help my sister create a video of herself. A video where she explained everything that Henri did, exposing him as the real monster he is. Most importantly, expressing how she felt, and what the experience did to her. 
 
    But there was something I had to do before Mia made the video. Before the truth came out for everyone to see. I phone him again like I have for the past week with no success.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mia asks me. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. 
 
    “It’s not nothing,” Mia says. 
 
    “I’ve tried to call him so many times, but he’s ignoring me,” I say. “Not that I blame him, but I want to talk to him before the video is in cyberspace.” 
 
    “Then do something he can’t ignore,” Mia says as if it’s obvious. 
 
    I give her a sheepish smile and then call someone that can help me out. He picks up on the second ring. “George!” I say into the phone. “I need to ask you something.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 47 – Come Clean 
 
    “I'm shedding, shedding every color / Trying to find a pigment of truth beneath my skin / 'Cause different doesn't feel so different / And going out is better than always staying in” – Come Clean, Hilary Duff 
 
    No POV 
 
    “Oh wow,” Elijah says, staring over Lexi’s shoulder. They are in the center of the rink, stretching, as the guys are warming up before practice starts. Skating, shooting, playing around until the coach comes out. 
 
    “What?” Lexi asks. 
 
    “Nothing.” Elijah smiles. “Just a hot blonde brunette, with a high ponytail.” Lexi rolls his eyes, continuing to stretch. “She’s talking to George, lucky bastard. Come on, Lexi, just take a look.” Elijah points with his chin to the player’s home bench. 
 
    Against his better judgment, Lexi turns around to look. "You have got to be kidding me." 
 
    Arya 
 
    "You need to leave, Arya," George says to me as I stand at the player's home bench, talking to him over the boards while he and all his teammates are on the ice.  
 
    “I just need to talk to Lexi,” I say. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    “I realize I gave you the start of our practice time,” George says, “but you can talk to him after. Coach will flip if he sees you here.” 
 
    “I can handle your coach,” I say. “Just get Lexi and tell him to come over here.” 
 
    “Arya.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving George,” I say sternly. “I’m not leaving until Lexi comes and talks to me.” 
 
    George gives me a look. “You’re going to get all of us in trouble.” 
 
    "Get him," I say sternly. "Unless you want me to walk out on the ice myself." George debates with himself. "You're just wasting time George, you know I'm not going anywhere." He just stands there, so I reach down for the door latch. 
 
    "Okay, okay," George says and starts skating backward, towards the center of the ice where Lexi is and smiles at me before he turns around to skate up to Lexi and I watch them exchange words. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “She wants to talk to you,” George says to Lexi. 
 
    “She needs to leave,” Lexi says sternly. 
 
    George looks over his shoulder at Arya, who is just staring at them, and then back at Lexi. “I tried. She’s not leaving. Not ‘til she gets to talk to you.” 
 
    “She can wait ‘til after practice,” Lexi says. “Tell her to get out of here.” 
 
    “Have you met Arya?” George says.  
 
    “I’ll go talk to her if you like.” Elijah smiles. 
 
    "Bloody woman…" Lexi says under his breath and reluctantly skates over to Arya. 
 
    Arya 
 
    “You need to leave,” Lexi says to me. This is the first I’ve seen him in his hockey gear, and he looks very attractive in it. There’s something about hockey players. I understand why Eleanor only dates them.  
 
    “I just needed to talk to you,” I say, leaning my forearms on the boards. “You’re not answering my calls.” 
 
    “Sound familiar?” Lexi says annoyed. “Now get out of here. Coach will flip if he sees you here and then he’ll blame me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” I say, brushing it off. “Lexi, I…” 
 
    “Leave, Arya,” Lexi says. “I’m serious. We can talk after practice.” 
 
    “Just listen…” 
 
    “Arya, I will drag you out of here by your bloody ponytail if you don’t leave right now,” Lexi warns. 
 
    “He raped my sister,” I say. 
 
    “What?” Lexi’s face changes. 
 
    “Henri,” I say. “He raped my sister. That’s the secret. That’s what I’ve been keeping from you.” 
 
    “Arya, no…” he can’t believe it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Lexi,” I say. 
 
    “I didn’t even think…” Lexi starts. 
 
    “I know you didn’t, Lexi.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me before?” Lexi asks. 
 
    “His dad threatened me,” I say. “Threatened to ruin my dad’s practice.” 
 
    “What about the police, Arya?” 
 
    "Remember how you said it's not always obvious?" I say and Lexi nods. "That's why. I was not going to put my sister through an ordeal like that where they would tear her apart for everyone to see and Henri would get off scot-free." 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me, Arya?” Lexi asks, and I see him grip his stick, trying to hold the anger inside him. “When it happened. Before spray painting his locker. I would have beaten him up then. You know I hate him.” 
 
    “I wanted to expose him,” I say, pointing to myself. “I wanted to get justice for my sister. I wanted to do it myself and let everyone see Henri for who he truly is. I had to be the one to do it. My sister was broken, Lexi.” Lexi stares at me, coming right up to the boards to be as close to me as he can.  
 
    Then a puck ricochets off the glass, hitting it at Lexi’s head level, right next to us. It startles both of us. Lexi turns around on his skates. “Watch where you’re shooting!!” Lexi barks at the group of three players where the puck came from. 
 
    “I was!” one player calls back. “Just a warning shot!”  
 
    “You know the rules, Lexi!” another one calls. They’re talking about me, but I don’t care. 
 
    Lexi turns back to me, anger in his face, and then slams his stick on the boards hard, again and again, letting out his anger. "Stop it, Lexi," I say to him. "You're going to break your stick." 
 
    “I don’t fuckin’ care, Arya!” Lexi yells in my face, leaning over the boards, and I can see the pain in his face. “That guy has been walking around the school like some soccer hotshot and now I find out he’s a rapist?!” 
 
    “Lexi, I came to you for a reason,” I say. “I’m telling you this because my sister and I are going to create a video to expose him for who he truly is. I wanted you to know before it came out, so you weren’t surprised. Everyone will know, Lexi. Everyone will know him for who he truly is.” 
 
    Lexi is starting to breathe more normally now, the anger, kind of, leaving his body. "You were protecting your sister this entire time?" 
 
    “I couldn’t put her through that,” I say. “But I couldn’t stand aside as everyone thought of Henri as some sort of sports god. I went a bit crazy, I lost control, but I had good intentions. I thought a fresh start at East Side might be what she needed. And it was, at the time. It’s different now though, Mia wants to share her story, she wants people to know what happened. She’s ready.” I’m just hoping it doesn’t blow up in our faces. What if this makes things worse for Mia? And my dad. If something happened to his practice, I would never forgive myself. But Mia wants to do this, and I have faith that it will work out. I trust my dad will know what he’s doing. 
 
    “Lexi!” the guys call out from the center of the ice, where they are starting to gather together for practice to begin. I see the coach isn’t there yet, just the assistant coach. A player skates by, hitting Lexi lightly on the back of the legs with his stick as a warning to hurry up. 
 
    “I’ll call you after practice,” Lexi says. “You can explain it all then.” 
 
    I smile at him, but then I hear the sounds of skates on rubber walking up to me from the dressing room hallway. 
 
    "Coach," Lexi says to the tall man with skates, a helmet, and a stick, wearing a black tracksuit. He stands with a straight face looking between me and Lexi, waiting for an explanation as to why I'm at the player's bench talking to the team's captain. "I'm sorry, Coach. It was an emergency," Lexi says and then gives me a look. "She was just leaving."  
 
    “Oh, it’s fine,” he says sarcastically, and I see Lexi mentally preparing himself to get chewed out. I guess he’s a strict coach. “I know it must be an emergency,” he says, and then looks down on me. “Because I know my niece would NEVER disturb one of my players unless it was.” Lexi’s eyes go big at me. “Right, Arya?” 
 
    “Of course,” I say as I look up at him, his eyebrows raised at me. “I should probably go now.”  
 
    “I think that would be best,” he says and opens the door, stepping out on the ice, but then turns to me to say, “Good luck for your game this week, Arya. I know you’ll do great.” And then he skates to the center of the ice where all the players have congregated.  
 
    "You never thought to tell me your uncle was my coach?!" Lexi says to my face. He's shocked, to say the least. 
 
    “He’s not my uncle anymore,” I say. “He divorced my aunt years ago. He was like a second dad to me when I was a kid, but I never see him anymore.” 
 
    “Lexi!” they call from the ice. 
 
    “I better go before I get you in trouble,” I say and then walk away. 
 
    No POV 
 
    “Everyone here?” Coach says when Lexi joins the group. 
 
    “Well Lexi is technically late,” the assistant coach, Brad, says happily. “Too busy flirting with his girlfriend. You know what that means, Lexi.” Brad smiles and the players groan. 
 
    “No,” Coach says. “It was an emergency. We’re starting practice now.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” Brad says. “Lexi was just chatting up his girlfriend. What kind of ‘emergency’ is that? 
 
    “Are you calling my niece a liar?” Coach says, turning to Brad, who goes beet red, and all the players go silent. 
 
    “No, I’d never…” Brad starts. 
 
    "Good," Coach says. "Now let's start practice unless you want to delay us even more, Brad?" Brad shakes his head. 
 
    Lexi laughs to himself as he sees Arya walking out of the arena. Seems like their stern coach has a soft spot for the niece he lost. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 49 – This is Me 
 
    “Another round of bullets hits my skin / Well, fire away 'cause today, I won't let the shame sink in / We are bursting through the barricades / And reaching for the sun (we are warriors) / Yeah, that's what we've become / Won't let them break me down to dust / I know that there's a place for us / For we are glorious / When the sharpest words wanna cut me down / Gonna send a flood, gonna drown them out / I am brave, I am bruised / I am who I'm meant to be, this is me / Look out 'cause here I come / And I'm marching on to the beat I drum / I'm not scared to be seen / I make no apologies, this is me” – This is Me, Keala Settle 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Ready?” I ask Mia as she sits at her desk with her laptop open, ready to start recording her video whenever she wants. 
 
    "I think so," Mia says. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this now,” I say. “We can wait.” 
 
    “No,” Mia says. “It really can’t wait.” 
 
    “Do you want me to stay here?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” Mia says. “I think that would help.” 
 
    I go over to her bean bag chair in the corner and take a seat, out of view of the laptop's camera, but still in Mia's peripheral vision. "I'll be right here." 
 
    Mia nods to me. She looks back to her laptop and takes a deep breath, closing her eyes. She just sits there for a while. After a minute I fear that all of this is a big mistake, but then she opens her eyes and presses a key on the laptop. 
 
    "Hi," Mia starts, looking straight at the laptop, talking to herself on the screen, which will eventually be shared with everyone. "For those of you who don't know, I'm Mia Secord and I am in Grade 9 at East Side Academy. I was previously at West Side Academy last term with my sister, Arya, who is in Grade 11. We both switched to East Side a week into the second term of the year. There has been a rumour spread about my sister, that she falsely accused a boy at West Side of rape. That she spray-painted 'RAPIST' on his locker, even though it wasn't true. That she was forced to leave West Side to protect her reputation and the reputation of the boy. 
 
    “I’m making this video to tell you that what you have heard is not true. It’s the story my sister was forced to tell. I know it’s not true because, the boy in question, the boy who had ‘RAPIST’ written on his locker, is a rapist. I know because he raped me. Henri Young raped me, and my sister was seeking justice for me by exposing him to everyone for who he truly is.  
 
    “Unfortunately, it didn’t go according to plan, and to protect Henri’s reputation, Henri’s father forced Arya and myself to switch schools, to sweep us under the rug. Henri’s father didn’t want the word rapist connected to his son. But it’s true, he is a rapist. Mr. Young even went so far as to threaten our father’s dental practice if we didn’t do what he said. He forced Arya to say that she falsely accused Henri of rape to the principal and he forced her to make that story her truth. 
 
    “Henri, if you’re watching this, I want you to know that you hurt me beyond measure, beyond healing. There is no coming back from this, no way to go back. I know you think you did nothing wrong, I know you’re going to say you didn’t know, that you thought I wanted it, but we both know that’s not true. Guilting someone to have sex with you, convincing someone they want to have sex with you, pushing someone to have sex with you, telling them that they want it, forcing yourself on someone that never gave consent; it’s all rape. Maybe you don’t see it that way right now, but I hope one day you do. No good man would ever do that to any girl, no decent man would guilt, push or force someone to have sex with them. 
 
    "I will be forever haunted by you. You took everything from me, and you don't even care. You made me feel like a prude if I didn't want sex, you made sex seem like nothing at all, just a way to pleasure yourself. You've left a permanent scar, Henri, but I won't let you ruin me. I will continue with life and I will go on knowing that it was you that was in the wrong every single time, it was never me. I'm not to blame for anything that happened, that is on you and I hope you can live with that, knowing that because of you, I will never be the same. I will be stronger, but what will you be? Will you continue pressuring girls for sex? I pray that you never treat a girl the way you treated me. 
 
    "I won't let you ruin my sister anymore. She doesn't deserve anyone, especially a guy like you, to ruin her life. You weren't able to own up to your true self and she had to suffer because of it. Now it's your turn, Henri. It's time for everyone to know that their West Side sports star is a rapist." 
 
    Mia clicks a key on the laptop and lets out a deep breath. "Mia," I say, starting to get up. 
 
    “How was it?” Mia asks, looking for honesty. 
 
    "Incredible," I say, hugging her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mia and I lock up our bikes at the side of the school like any other day. But it's not any other day. "Are you okay?" I ask her. 
 
    "I feel like a burden has been lifted," Mia says smiling. I hope you are still smiling at the end of today. 
 
    We walk through the side door together, and all eyes are watching us. People stop their conversations as we walk by like we don't know what they are talking about. People don't say anything to us though. I walk Mia to her locker, not wanting to leave her side. 
 
    “Go to your locker, Arya,” Mia says, but I hesitate.  
 
    A girl comes up to Mia that I don't recognize. "That was brave what you did," she says. "You're not the only one this has happened to." 
 
    “Thanks,” Mia says, and the girl walks off. 
 
    “Do you know her?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” Mia says. “Now please go to your locker, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “But you know that I’m around. Find me if you need me.” 
 
    Mia gets some kind comments throughout the morning, but most people are scared to approach her. Too many people don't know how to handle someone that has been through something traumatic. They don't know what to say, so their solution is to just avoid it completely and instead just talk about you behind your back. Nobody comes up to talk to me, except of course my friends and James. 
 
    "I'm proud of her," James says to me at my locker. "It takes a lot of courage to do that." 
 
    “I am too,” I say, but James can sense the uncertainty in my voice. 
 
    “What is it, Arya?” James says. 
 
    I look at James. “I could handle it when all the heat was on me,” I say. “But now that it’s on her, there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    “You can’t be her shield forever, Arya,” James says. “She needs to do this for herself and all we have to do is make sure that she knows that we are here for her, and she can always come to us no matter what.” 
 
    “I know, James, it’s just…” I start but then my phone starts ringing in my locker. I grab it, but the screen shows a number I don’t recognize. I answer, wondering who is on the other end of the line. 
 
    “I know it was you. I know you had something to do with it,” Henri’s voice fills my ear. I should have expected he would come after me. I should have expected it earlier actually. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Henri?” I say into the phone and James immediately tenses when he hears that name. 
 
    “What is he doing phoning you?!” James says to me, and I wave at him to be quiet. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Henri says irritated. "What's wrong is that your sister decided to post a video full of lies and dragging my name through the mud. You told her to do this, didn't you?" 
 
    "She told her truth," I say. "Not that it matters, but it was her idea. She thought it was time that everyone knows the real you. You see, underneath the rich, sports star exterior is just a boy with anger issues that thinks he's so desirable, but you really just force yourself on girls so you can talk with your friends about it later. I'm sure Mia's not the first. You have done this before to other girls and never held yourself accountable. You think what you are doing is okay. I'm right, aren't I?" 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Arya,” Henri says. “I’ve always thought you were annoying. Walking around this school like you own the place, perfect grades, soccer star, all the guys falling over you, but you never gave any of them a second look. Well, except a certain hockey captain, I guess. You had everything, why are you trying to ruin my life?” 
 
    "You ruined your own life, Henri," I say. 
 
    “You’re a real annoying bitch, Arya. I actually liked your sister, but you are a fuckin’ nightmare,” Henri says. 
 
    “I thought you liked my fiery side and smartass remarks?” I smile into the phone. I can hear Henri fuming on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Did you get back together with James? I still owe him for his pathetic punch last time I saw him,” Henri says. “He’s lucky that Mr. Carrow came when he did, I was ready to punch his lights out. I’m not afraid to do it, Arya. When he comes to West Side tomorrow, he better watch his back.” 
 
    “Leave him out of this,” I say sternly. “He did nothing wrong.” James gives me a look, knowing that he is now the topic of conversation.  
 
    ‘What did he say?’ James mouths to me, but I brush him off, not wanting to involve him. 
 
    “You’re the one that brought him into this, Arya,” Henri says. “I still haven’t forgotten that you told him about me long before this stupid video your sister made. I thought you were smart, Arya? Couldn’t keep a secret from your East Side trash boyfriend? Chose him over your sister and your dad’s practice? I get that he’s popular and a soccer player, Arya, but really? You didn’t date any guy at West Side and now you are shacking up with the first guy you found at that pathetic excuse for a school. I thought you were better than that.” 
 
    “James is a thousand times better than you preppy, rich snobs from West Side combined!” I yell into the phone, enraged by Henri’s words. 
 
    James' eyes open wide. "Give me the phone, Arya," he says to me, holding out his hand for it, but I shake my head.  
 
    “He’s there, isn’t he?” Henri says. “I can hear his voice.” I hear Henri smile through the phone. “Tell him I look forward to seeing him on West Side turf tomorrow.” 
 
    I can't handle the people I care about getting hurt. I tried protecting Mia and my dad's practice, but now Henri is threatening James. When does it stop? Does Henri realize the destruction he's caused? Does he even realize what he's doing? I don't think he does. He is the root of all my problems right now. He is actually the root of all his own problems right now. He needs to know. 
 
    “Have you watched the video, Henri?” His silence tells me he hasn’t. “I recommend you do. Because whether or not you think you did anything wrong, you should know how she felt. You should know how you made her feel and then take a good look in the mirror and see the destruction you have caused.” And then I hang up on him, put my phone away and turn to James. 
 
    “What did he say?” James asks. 
 
    “James, please…” I start. 
 
    “Did he threaten you?” James asks. 
 
    “No,” I say, “but he threatened you.” I take a breath. “James, please be careful, Henri hates both of us right now. And he knows how much you mean to me.” And I couldn’t bear the thought of him hurting you. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Arya,” James says. “I’ll be fine.” James looks at me, seeing the concern written all over my face. “He’s not going to do anything to me, Arya.” 
 
    “You punched him, James,” I say. “And he hates that you found out the truth about him. He hasn’t forgotten these things.” 
 
    "He still thinks that you told me?" James asks and I nod. I wasn't going to correct Henri, it would just make things worse for James. It doesn't matter how he found out anymore, especially since everyone now knows the truth. 
 
    “James,” I say. “I never wanted to bring you into this mess…” 
 
    "Arya." James comes up to me and puts a hand to my neck, and looks straight at me. "I want to be a part of this mess. You don't have to go through anything alone anymore. I want to be there for you for the good, the bad, and the ugly." 
 
    “I don’t want him to hurt you,” I say. 
 
    “I’m not going out there alone, Arya,” James says. “I have my teammates and my three best friends with me tomorrow. Nothing will happen.” 
 
    You don’t know the Henri I know, I think to myself. I see a mental image of Henri taking out James on the field and blink it away. He says he has his teammates, but if Henri is angry, he will take out James, regardless of the consequences. And Henri is very angry right now. Not at Mia, thank goodness, but at me and James. I can’t stop James from playing tomorrow, but I can’t bear the thought if he gets seriously hurt. It would be all my fault. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 – Wake Me Up on Judgement Day 
 
    “Wake me up on Judgment Day / Let me hear golden trumpets play / Give me life where nothing fails / Not a dream in a wishing well” – Wake Me Up on Judgement Day, Steve Winwood 
 
    No POV 
 
    When Henri closes his locker to head to the change room, the town’s favourite hockey player cuts him off. 
 
    “What do you want, Lexi?” Henri says to him. 
 
    “I personally want to take you outside right now and beat you up and leave you there,” Lexi says. 
 
    “You want to go then?” Henri asks. 
 
    “I would,” Lexi says. “But something worse is about to happen to you, so I’m going to let you experience that instead.” 
 
    “She got back with that East Sider,” Henri says, trying to get a rise out of Lexi. 
 
    “She did,” Lexi says. “And I’m happy for her.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Henri says. 
 
    "I'm happy that she is with a guy that cares for her," Lexi says. "I'm not the type of guy that needs to force himself on girls."  
 
    “It’s all a lie,” Henri says. “I never did…” 
 
    "I don't want to hear it," Lexi says. "I don't want to hear your justifications, how you didn't do anything wrong, how she wanted it. You're pathetic and you are going to get what's coming to you." 
 
    And then Lexi walks off, having to hold himself back from beating up the guy that ruined two girls’ lives.   
 
    Henri continues down the hall and walks into the boy’s locker room to change for the last soccer practice before the big game against East Side that they would play on their home field tomorrow afternoon. The locker room goes silent when he walks in and he already knows why. When he puts his gear down, the guys near him move away. The whole locker room gets ready in silence and quickly heads out to the field. No jokes or jeers like usual. 
 
    They run out to the field to meet Mr. Carrow already on one field while the girls are on the other field. “We have a big game tomorrow, lads,” Mr. Carrow says with a clipboard in his hand. “We beat those East Siders last time, we can beat them again and bring the championship trophy back to where it belongs.” There are no cheers, no comments, and everyone is silent, which confuses Mr. Carrow. It’s the day before the championship! He’s never had issues getting these guys riled up. “What’s happened?” Mr. Carrow says, looking to each member of the team, seeing if his glare can get the truth out of them. 
 
    Pete, Grade 12, and captain of the soccer team steps forward, knowing the team relies on him to speak for them and to lead them. "Mr. Carrow," Pete begins. Pete already knew what he was going to do after he saw the video of the Grade 9 girl that left the school so suddenly with her sister. Pete didn't know her, but he knew her older sister Arya and thought she was a nice girl and a tremendous soccer player. When Arya left the school, he was confused, like so many others, but he just ignored it. After watching that video, everything came together, everything made sense. The Grade 11 rich boy on his team that was able to get away with his jerk behaviour because of his athletic abilities was no longer the golden boy like he tried to show. Pete has a younger sister himself and thought about what he would have done if he was in Arya's position. They tried to silence her and her sister. Sweep them and their story under the rug to save Henri and his family's reputation. It was time to show everyone what the students of West Side Academy thought of a rapist. If it cost his team the championship, he could live with that. "It has come to light that there is a rapist on this team, and we will not play in tomorrow's championship game with him on the team." 
 
    “What are you saying?” Mr. Carrow says, staring Pete down. 
 
    Pete stares at Henri who can’t bring himself to look him in the eyes. “We know that Henri is a rapist and none of us will be playing tomorrow if he is playing.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Mr. Carrow says. “He’s done nothing wrong!” 
 
    “We disagree, Mr. Carrow,” Pete says. “And we will not play on the same team as a rapist.” 
 
    "What happened?" Mr. Carrow says, turning to Henri. "Tell me." Mr. Carrow looks at Henri as if he has no idea. As if he wasn't a part of this scandal to cover up the real reason that Arya left the school with her sister. 
 
    “Coach, I…” Henri starts, but can’t get a word out. All the boys step away from him, not wanting to be associated with him at all. He’s helpless and he is about to become a sacrifice to the wolves. 
 
    “We stand as a team coach,” Pete says. “If Henri is on the field tomorrow, none of us will be joining him and he can play East Side on his own.” 
 
    “But it’s the championship!” Mr. Carrow says. “Can’t we just deal with this after tomorrow? There’s no proof, just some girl trying to ruin this boy’s life! And how convenient is her timing!” 
 
    "No, coach," Pete says. "The dignity and respect for our school are more important than any championship. We will not be seen supporting a criminal." 
 
    “A criminal?” Mr. Carrow says. “I think we are getting a little ahead of ourselves here.” 
 
    "It's your choice, coach," Pete says, with the whole soccer team standing around him. "Him or us." 
 
    Mr. Carrow looks all around him, knowing that the captain of his team has taken the choice away from him. If he wants to have any shot of winning the championship tomorrow, it will have to be without Henri. “Henri,” Mr. Carrow says, looking at him, “you’ll have to sit this one out.” And he turns away from Henri quickly to face the rest of the team. 
 
    Henri doesn’t argue, he knows there is no other way. His team has turned against him, and Mr. Carrow? He only cares about his sports teams winning, he doesn’t care for the wellbeing of Henri at all. That day in the hallway, when he helped him with the locker? That was just to protect his star athlete so he could continue playing basketball. Mr. Carrow doesn’t care about the students on his team at all. Only about winning. If you are not an athlete, you are nothing to him at this school. And if you are an obstacle or a hindrance from him getting his championship win, he will squash you like a bug if necessary.  
 
    Henri goes back to the locker room, turning back only once to see his soccer team laughing and joking together again, starting their warmup. In the locker room, Henri throws everything in his bag at the walls, the lockers, the mirror, trying to let out the frustration. When there is nothing left to throw, he breathes deeply, looking at himself in the mirror. He sits down on the bench, running his hands through his hair, wondering how it all went so bad so quickly. He pulls out his phone and when he finds what he is looking for, he turns his phone horizontal to watch the video for the first time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Ready?” I ask James, already in his soccer uniform, outside the locker rooms while all the boys are changing into their gear before they get on the bus. Championship game day has finally arrived. 
 
    "It'll be a good show, I can guarantee that," James says. 
 
    “Just be careful out there,” I say to James seriously. I’m still worried about what will happen when James and Henri face off. James has done nothing but reassure me that it will be fine, but he’s a guy. Of course he would say that. 
 
    "Arya," James says seriously. "I'm not afraid of him. He's not going to hurt you, Mia, me, or anyone else." I want to believe James. "Just trust me." I look at him and he gives me the reassurance I need. Those three words instantly calm me when they come from him. 
 
    “Time to go!” Richard says as he jumps and lands two hands on James’ shoulders, obviously excited for the big game. Samson and Malcolm come up behind him. “You can flirt with your girlfriend after the game.” 
 
    "Good luck you guys," I say to all four of them, as the rest of the guys start coming out of the locker room. 
 
    “Good luck to you too, Arya,” Malcolm says. “There better be two East Side victories today!” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” I say, and turn to whisper to James, “Good luck, James.” I put a hand to his neck to pull him in for a kiss. I hear the guys hollering in the background, but I don’t care.  
 
    “Good luck, superstar,” he whispers backs when we break apart and smile at each other.  
 
    “Enough smooching already!” Richard calls and grabs James by the shoulders to lead him outside to the bus that will take them to the West Side field. 
 
    James 
 
    We walk off the bus and start heading to the West Side field behind the school. The guys' soccer team is already out there, warming up and doing their drills. They have let out their entire school for the occasion. All the guys and girls in their uniforms, cheering for their home team to win. As we walk across the field to put our stuff down on the player side, I look for him. It shouldn't take long because of his height, but I can't see him in any of the faces of the West Side soccer team. I want to confront him now before the game starts. 
 
    “What’s up?” Richard says beside me. 
 
    “I don’t see Henri,” I say, still looking for him amid the West Side soccer players. 
 
    “Probably just in the change room or something,” Richard says. “He’s one of their star players, there’s no way he’s missing this.” 
 
    I keep my eye out for him though, during the warmup, during the drills, even when Mr. Quirrel calls us in to give us a pep talk and announce the starting line. I continue to look for him, but he never shows up. Where is he? 
 
    The ref blows the whistle and both teams line up in their 11-man formations. There is a different guy in Henri’s striker position.  
 
    Playing right mid, I am right next to the other mid on the West Side team, so I try to see if I can get any information out of him. “Hey!” I say to him and he just looks at me confused. “Where’s your striker? Henri?” I ask. 
 
    The midfielder stares at me, hesitant to tell me anything before he whispers, “We don’t play with rapists.” And then he turns his focus to the ball waiting in the center of the field to be kicked. 
 
    They kicked him off the team. I look at all the players and the coach of the West Side team. I can’t believe they did it. He’s one of their star players, if not the star player and they kicked him off the day of the championship game. The school is still cheering the same for their team, do they know that he’s not playing today? Do they know why? I’ll admit, I was looking forward to facing him and beating him, but I have to respect this West Side team that chose the honest confession of a Grade 9 girl who suffered the unforgivable over their star player. They’ll fight hard today to prove that they can beat us with or without Henri. Unfortunately for them, today is our day. Good luck to you, Arya. I know you are standing on the field right now, the same as me. The ref’s whistle blows. 
 
    Arya 
 
    "3…2…1…Let's go East Side!!" the whole girls' team shouts, raising our hands from the circle we have created. All the girls start running towards the field to take up their positions on our home field to face West Side. 
 
    “Wait!” Isabella says, stopping me from going out to the field. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    "Let's put these guys in their place," Isabella says with a smile and puts her fist up and I bump it with a smile. 
 
    “What changed?” I ask, surprised but happy about Isabella’s change in mood. 
 
    “We are a team,” Isabella says. “A good captain thinks of what’s best for their team, not for themselves. You are a great soccer player, Arya. We all know it. I do not make myself a better player by trying to put you down or not working with you, I just hurt the team, and ultimately myself.” 
 
    “Where did all this newfound wisdom come from?” I ask jokingly. 
 
    "May or may not have listened to an inspiring Ted Talk the other day," Isabella says with a smile. "I was jealous, Arya. But real queens fix each other's crowns. We women have to lift each other up so that we are stronger, not put each other down to try and make ourselves seem better. That's just what men want. Women don't realize the potential they have, if we work together, we would be unstoppable." 
 
    "You'll have to send me that Ted Talk," I say with a smile, and Isabella laughs. 
 
    "That part was actually me talking," Isabella says. "I guess I forgot my own beliefs when I saw someone was encroaching on my turf. Some stuff is easier said than done. One more thing." She takes a breath. "I am sorry about clipping you from behind in our first tryout. There is no place for that kind of behaviour on the soccer field or anywhere. I tried to turn the team against you too, but fortunately, they did not listen to me. A captain isn't always right." 
 
    The ref’s whistle blows and we both run out to our center field positions. West Side doesn’t know what’s about to hit them. 
 
    James 
 
    “Good half guys,” Mr. Quirrel says as we drink too much water during our halftime break, exhausted in the heat. Even without Henri, West Side is on their A-game today. They are here to prove a point. This team will not keep a rapist on their team, no matter how good of a player he is, and they will win without him. We are currently leading 2-1 at the moment, but that could change very soon. They keep putting pressure on us and I don’t know how much longer we can hold out for. “James,” Mr. Quirrel says. 
 
    “Coach!” I reply. 
 
    “I want you to go in for defense,” Mr. Quirrel says. “Push Hadfield up to right mid and you take his spot at the back.” 
 
    "But he plays sweeper, Coach!" I say. The sweeper is the last line of defense before the goal. Why is Mr. Quirrel putting me there? 
 
    “I’m aware,” Mr. Quirrel says. “I need you to stop them from scoring. We might only win if we manage not to let them score next half. They scored their only goal by kicking the ball ahead past the defense and the striker running on it. They’re going to try and do that again. Hadfield can’t keep up with that one striker, but I know you can.” 
 
    “Coach, Hadfield…” I start. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Mr. Quirrel says. “I believe in you and I know you can do this. Now let’s shut them out!” 
 
    As we run back on the field at the ref's whistle, I tell Hadfield the news. He looks at me like I've said the most obscure thing. "Coach's orders," I say, shrugging my shoulders. 
 
    "You better not let them score," Hadfield says as he runs over to take my position. 
 
    Thank you for the vote of confidence. There is a reason I don't play defense. It's too nerve-racking, but I will do everything possible to win this game and if I have to do it from back here, I will. 
 
    Arya 
 
    "Not too much water girls!" Mrs. McGonagall calls out at halftime. This game is exhausting. Why does it have to be so hot today? We are up 3-0 already. There's no way that West Side will be able to come back from this, but I shouldn't talk too soon, anything can happen. If we were able to score three goals in one half, then they can do the same. It's not over until the final whistle. 
 
    “You’re killing it out there!” Eleanor says to me, lightly punching me on the shoulder. 
 
    "Well, you are the one that is like a brick wall at the back," I say, drinking my water. "They can't get by you!" 
 
    Isabella comes up to the two of us. "Good job, guys," Isabella says with sincerity. 
 
    “I see you guys have finally reconciled your differences,” Eleanor says, looking between us. 
 
    “I want to crush West Side today,” Isabella says smiling. “It’s time the trophy comes back home where it belongs.” 
 
    The ref’s whistle blows. “Everyone who was already out there is back out there in the same positions!” Mr. Sprout calls as we all head to the field. 
 
    James 
 
    “I swear if they do one more of those kick and runs to try and get their striker to score,” I say to Malcolm, who is in front of me in the position of stopper, “I’m going to kill someone.” 
 
    "Talk to your captain," Malcolm says. "The two center midfielders are letting too many balls through." 
 
    “Sub!” the West Side coach calls out. Even without Henri, they still have more subs than us. Fresh legs. Mr. Quirrel was always adamant about good, fit players and few subs. Right now, I hate that mentality. 
 
    I take this moment to jog up to Daniel in the midfield. “Daniel, you have to shut them down in the midfield. They keep sending these long balls and we keep having to chase them down. We’re getting burnt out at the back!” 
 
    “Just worry about yourself, Fox,” Daniel says to me. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Daniel,” I say. “Listen to me. Shut them down immediately in the middle, don’t give them any time. The second they get the ball they just send it flying for their strikers to get. They are going to score if you don’t shut them down!” 
 
    “Go back to your position, Fox!” Daniel yells in my face. “Go!” I glare at him before jogging back. 
 
    "I see that went well," Malcolm says as I jog by him. 
 
    "I really hate that guy," I say. 
 
    Arya 
 
    Crack. Loud screaming. Whistle blowing frantically. It all happened too fast. Eleanor is just lying there on her back in the middle of the field, crying, and unable to move her right leg. All the players are kneeling while Mr. Sprout and one of the girls on the team carry her off. Eleanor is a strong girl and right now she’s crying like I have never seen before. I don’t know if all those tears are for the pain or if some are angry tears. Angry about being taken out so viciously by the West Side captain, Peggy, who in a split second ended her soccer season. We stand up and clap when she is taken off the field, but Isabella immediately goes to the ref and I follow behind. 
 
    “Ref,” Isabella says. “That’s a red card! She has to be taken out of the game!” 
 
    “I saw no foul play,” the ref says, ignoring Isabella. 
 
    “You didn’t see her break her leg?!” Isabella yells. 
 
    “Quiet captain,” the ref says. “Or it will be you that gets sent off the field.” Everyone knows that refs can ruin a game and this one seems like a good candidate. Isabella is fuming inside, but she keeps her mouth shut. 
 
    I walk over to Peggy who is talking and laughing with her teammates. “What the hell is wrong with you?!” I yell at her. 
 
    “Chill out, Arya,” Peggy says to me. “This is all a part of the game. I am sorry about your friend though. Hope it’s not serious.” 
 
    “This is not part of the game,” I say to her angrily. “You probably broke her leg!” 
 
    "Exaggerating," Peggy says, unamused. "The ref didn't say anything so there's no issue." 
 
    "The ref's an idiot," I say to her. 
 
    "Don't say that too loud," Peggy whispers to me. "Wouldn't want you to get kicked off instead. We all know you have a nasty temper when someone pisses you off." 
 
    “Bitch,” I say, heated with anger. 
 
    “Go back to your no class, gutter rat school, Arya,” Peggy says. “There’s still plenty of time left in this game and I think things are about to take a change.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 – The Final Countdown 
 
    “I guess there is no one to blame / We're leaving ground (leaving ground) / Will things ever be the same again? / It's the final countdown / The final countdown” – The Final Countdown, Europe 
 
    James 
 
    “You’re doing great back there!” Malcolm says, standing in front of me while the ball is in the West Side half. 
 
    "I'm dying back here!" I say, trying to get my breath under control. I don't know how much more I can take of this constant sprinting. Daniel and the other midfield did listen to me after West Side almost scored on a long ball. The striker only got by me because he gave me a Charley horse in the leg when the ball was kicked. Something that the ref didn't see. Our saving grace was that we have a terrific goalie, but it shouldn't come to that. 
 
    “Just hang in there, James,” Malcolm says. “Can’t be much longer.” 
 
    “Ref!” I call. “Time?” He holds up six fingers. Six more minutes. No more goals have been scored in the second half. Mr. Quirrel was right, we might only win by making sure they don’t score. 
 
    Arya 
 
    3-2. West Side managed to score two goals after Eleanor was taken off the field. When Eleanor, our best defender, was taken out in such a horrific way and there were no repercussions to the other team, the entire mood of the team was brought down instantly. It didn't help that Eleanor was taken off the pitch and put in a car to be taken to the hospital. 
 
    “What do we do, Arya?” Isabella asks me after West Side scores their second goal. “The entire mood of the team has gone down. They can easily take advantage of it and beat us now.” 
 
    “Ref!” I call out as he sets up the ball in the center of the field for the kickoff after the goal by West Side. “Time?” 
 
    “Six minutes!” he calls back. “Plus five minutes for injury time!” 
 
    Great, I think to myself. A lot can happen in eleven minutes. Soccer doesn't have the luxury of other team sports of being able to call a timeout. We can't ask for a moment to regroup. Halftime is the only time to do that.  
 
    Not that there is ever a good time to get injured, but Eleanor getting injured less than five minutes into the second half was the worse timing to bring down the entire morale of the team. With no timeouts, the only options are really to sub out players to put out fresh legs on the field and change the pace of the game, but currently, the eleven best players on the team are on the field right now. I mean no offense to the girls on the bench, but a substitution will not help us now to turn things around. But we have to do something to bring up the morale of this dying soccer team that could let another goal be scored on them. We need a complete change if we are going to win. 
 
    "We need a goal," I say to Isabella. 
 
    "Thanks for stating the obvious," Isabella says. 
 
    "Play like a third forward," I say to her. 
 
    Isabella looks at me. “We need to defend right now, Arya. If anything, one of the forwards should come back!” 
 
    “We need a goal,” I say. “It’s the only way to turn the mood around of this team, otherwise they will score on us, maybe twice at the rate we are going. They are on a high right now. They think they can beat us. We have to crush it. Scoring a goal right now to give us a two-goal lead will do that.” Isabella just stares at me, scared to agree to the suggestion. “The next team that scores will win this match. I guarantee it. Let it be us.” 
 
    "We are the playmakers, Arya," Isabella says. "We control the game from the center." 
 
    “And being in the middle of the field,” I say, “we can easily go into and support any position on the field. Trust me on this. Be the third forward. Put pressure on their defense. You are better than any of them. Score the fourth goal and be the hero and captain that this team needs. I will cover the back while you go up.” 
 
    The ref's whistle blows, and our forwards pass the ball back to Isabella. For a split second, she thinks about what to do. Play it safe and try to defend the one-goal lead or go for another goal. She dekes the first player that comes at her and continues to go up the whole way with our two forwards on either side of her, charging at the net. 
 
    James 
 
    I’m chasing him, running as fast as I can, as the West Side striker barrels towards the net. I am the only one left to get to him before he can get a shot off. My legs are dead tired, but I know, even when it feels like there is nothing left, there is always a little bit more. This is my last 100m of the race, this is where I kick it into overdrive. I can’t even hear the West Side fans shouting and screaming on the sidelines. I am only focused on one thing. To get that ball. I close in on him, and just as he crosses the line into the penalty box, the West Side striker is slide tackled from behind by a blue jersey. The West Sider goes flying in the air, crashing on the ground hard. Our player just gets up easily, going after the ball he did not even touch when he took out the West Sider. The whistle blows frantically and loudly, and all the play is stopped. 
 
    I hear all the West Side fans on the sidelines yelling, calling for a penalty kick. The West Side team and their coach are demanding it too and I cannot blame them. I would be too if I was them.  
 
    “Did you see what he did, ref?” the captain of the West Side team yells, chasing after the ref. “He didn’t get any ball!” 
 
    The ref’s blowing the whistle, running towards the penalty box, and the West Side player that was taken out slowly gets up from the ground. The ref’s pointing his open hand towards the penalty kick spot, signally a penalty shot which starts an eruption of cheering from every West Sider; fan and player. 
 
    “It wasn’t in the box!” Daniel yells at the ref. “He fell into the box.” It’s not true. Daniel took out the player inside the box, but he’ll never admit it. The ref ignores him and the whole team sets up for the penalty kick. I want to go over and yell at Daniel. He is the reason that they have a penalty kick right now! It would have been better to have let the striker shoot. Now he has a clear, undisturbed penalty shot. A wide net with only a small goalie. It does not matter how good of a goalie you are, saving a penalty shot requires luck and skill, and I can only pray that luck will be on our side today. Daniel, in his pouty mood, can be dealt with another time. I walk up to our goalie, putting our foreheads together. 
 
    "You can do this," I say to him, looking him in the eye. "Forget the fans, forget that any of us are here. It's just you and him." I point behind me at the West Side captain, placing the ball on the penalty spot for his shot. There is no room for doubts right now. "You are by far the best goalie in this league. You know you can do this and so do I. Just like practice." We clap our hands together and turn away from each other. Him going to the goal line, me going to the outside of the penalty box. Please. Let him miss. The West Side captain gives himself a big running start, eyeing the ball, the goalie, and the net. Our goalie is standing in the crouched position, never taking his eye off the ball. The ref blows the whistle, and the captain starts running towards the stationary ball. 
 
    Arya 
 
    Off the post! It’s the closest we’ve gotten to scoring another goal, but we have continued to put the pressure on West Side, never leaving their half of the field. We never give them a chance with the ball, as soon as their defenders or midfielders touch the ball, we are all over them. The West Side strikers haven’t even touched the ball for the past five minutes. Isabella and the other strikers having great chances to score have already brought the momentum back to us and I finally feel confident that we can win this game, even if we don’t score another goal. 
 
    The ball gets kicked out of the penalty area but hits a West Side defender in the back and goes out of bounds on the goal line. The ref signals a corner kick for us. One of our defenders sets up the ball to kick and we line up our team; two forwards in the box by the goalie waiting for the ball; us four midfielders at the top of the box in a bundle, ready to run into the box when the ball gets kicked; two defenders waiting at the back to grab the ball if it comes to them, one defender at the half-line as the last line of defense if everything goes wrong. The corner kicker raises her hand, signaling she's about to kick. 
 
    “This is the one,” Isabella says to me.  
 
    James 
 
    The West Side captain kicks the stationary ball and we all run to the net at the same time. Our goalie follows the ball to the left, diving to the ground, and catches it before it can cross the goal line. We all cheer, but the West Side fans sigh in disappointment. 
 
    "Take your time!" I yell to our goalie. Now is the time to drain time. There can only be a couple of minutes left. Our goalie takes his full six seconds with the ball before kicking it to the West Side half. We battle, up until the last moment, until Samson takes the ball off a defender and shoots towards the net and we hear the ref blow his whistle to signal the end of the game. Oh thank goodness, I put my hands to my knees. Malcolm comes up and slaps me on the back. 
 
    “We did it!” Malcolm exclaims. All the guys are cheering to a very unhappy West Side audience that had to watch their team lose the championship by one goal. 
 
    Arya 
 
    Our corner kicker runs to the ball and when she kicks it, we run in different directions around the net, scattering the defense. The ball is high in the air and when I see it coming in my direction, I jump off the ground, the same as my opponents around me, and feel the ball connect with the center of my forehead, just trying to get the ball in the general direction of the net. It goes out of reach of the goalie’s hands and into the net! Every East Sider is cheering! The girls’ team, the fans on the sidelines, our coaches! We know it’s the end, and so does West Side. The girls are discouraged, visibly upset, knowing that they have lost. This is our team’s moment. This is East Side’s victory. We jog up to the center of the field to play the last couple of minutes of the game, but we know it’s over. We just keep passing the ball, keeping the ball in our possession while West Side tries to take it off us, trying to put up a last bit of fight to a dying cause, until finally the ref blows the whistle to signify the end of the game. The cheering is deafening. I hug Isabella and then our entire team joins in a massive hug, screaming and cheering at bringing the championship back to East Side. 
 
    We go to the sidelines to cheer with our fans. I hear someone from the crowd call out, “The boys won! The boys won too!” Oh, what a day! We couldn’t have asked for anything more. And then I think of Eleanor. Sitting in a hospital while we are all cheering, celebrating our victory. I turn to see the West Side girls collecting their bags on the side of the field, trying to get out of here as quickly as possible. Without a second thought in my head, I start jogging over to them. 
 
    "Where are you going?" Isabella yells after me, but I just ignore her and keep running. 
 
    “Are you proud of yourself?” I say to Peggy’s back when I reach the team. All the girls look at me, scared of my tone. I once knew all these girls, they were my teammates, but now? I feel like I’m looking at strangers. 
 
    Peggy slowly turns around to meet my face, knowing it’s me already by the sound of my voice. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You hurt my friend,” I say and then I look past her at all the other girls. “And you all just let her do that! You joked and laughed when she was taken off the field! You should all be ashamed of yourselves!” 
 
    “You don’t belong at this school anymore, Arya,” Peggy says to me. “Fine, you guys beat us today by some stroke of luck, but West Side has and always will be the superior school. Besides athletics, you guys have nothing on us.” 
 
    "The girls on this team and the people I have met while I have been at this school are worth ten times all of you put together," I say calmly. "I would rather be an East Sider any day than go back to your preppy high school that thinks they are better than everyone else." 
 
    "You used to be one of us, Arya," Peggy says. 
 
    “And now, I am not,” I say. “I was meant to be at East Side.” I think of James telling me that same thing. “I just showed up two and a half years late.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Peggy says. “This school does suit you.” 
 
    “Were you always this terrible?” I ask. 
 
    "Let's go girls," Peggy says, and I watch the whole team walk by me, none of them looking me in the face. Peggy will meet her match someday.  
 
    “Arya!” I hear voices yell and I turn around. “Time for the trophy!!” 
 
    I smile and run back to my teammates. Yes, definitely where I belong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 – Cheers (Drink to That) 
 
    “Cheers to the freakin' weekend / I drink to that, yeah yeah / Oh let the Jameson sink in / I drink to that, yeah yeah / Don't let the bastards get ya down / Turn it around with another round / There's a party at the bar / Everybody putcha glasses up and I drink to that” – Cheers (Drink to That), Rihanna 
 
    James 
 
    “You heard the girls one as well?” Richard says to me as we walk off the field. The Grade 12 guys are taking turns carrying the trophy back to the bus. We want to get back to East Side as soon as possible so we can celebrate our win with our school. 
 
    "They did?" I say. This couldn't be more perfect. For a second, I look back at the West Side team, slowly leaving the field, a sad mood among the players and the fans. "Make sure they hold the bus for me," I say, handing Richard my soccer bag, and then run towards the West Side team. 
 
    “Don’t take long!” Richard calls after me.  
 
    I run until I'm face to face with the captain of the West Side team. He looks at me funny, wondering why a blue jersey would come up to him now. We only know each other as competition. I only know he is the captain because of the armband he wears. "Captain," I say. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be celebrating with your team?” he says. 
 
    "I know why Henri didn't play today," I say, and he raises an eyebrow at me. "I know it would have been you that decided that. I applaud you for that. It takes a true leader to stand up for what is right." 
 
    “Thank you,” he says. “We don’t have a place for his kind on our team. Doesn’t matter how good of a player he is.” 
 
    "It will mean a lot to Mia and Arya," I say. 
 
    “You know them?” he asks. 
 
    "Arya's my girlfriend," I say sheepishly. 
 
    “Lucky guy,” he says. “I always liked her. I admire what she did for her sister. I would have rung Henri by the neck if he did that to my little sister. I might do it regardless.”  
 
    "You and me both," I say and we both smile at each other. 
 
    “Fox is it?” he asks. 
 
    “James,” I say. 
 
    “You played great today,” he says. 
 
    “You and your team played great today,” I say. “I’ve never run that much in a soccer game in my life!” 
 
    He laughs. “Grade 11?” I nod. “You’ll be a great captain next year.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “And you are?” 
 
    “Pete,” he says. And then I see the hockey star himself walk up to us. 
 
    “Congrats, James,” Lexi says. “I guess you’re an okay soccer player.” He smiles. 
 
    "I'll take that as a compliment," I say. 
 
    “Not gonna lie,” Lexi says, “I was maybe hoping you’d be terrible.” 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    “But seriously,” Lexi says, “congrats.” 
 
    “You can thank Lexi here for Henri being gone as well,” Pete says. “He was up in my face first thing Monday morning telling me that Henri had to be off the team. Which I was already going to do.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lexi,” I say. “It will mean a lot to Mia and Arya, as you know.” 
 
    “I was going to just beat him up,” Lexi says. “But I figured this would hurt him more than any punch could.” Lexi just looks at me for a second. “Take care of her, James. Arya is…” he thinks on it. 
 
    “Passionate?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Lexi smiles. “She deserves someone that will always treat her right.” 
 
    “She’s safe with me,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” Lexi says and then looks behind me. “I think your team wants you now.” And Lexi points behind me and I turn to see the bus packed up with our soccer team all shouting and cheering, the windows all opened, holding the trophy out the window. 
 
    “Come on, James!” they are yelling at me. 
 
    “Congrats,” Pete and Lexi say. 
 
    “Thanks," I say sincerely and then turn to run to the bus and join my teammates. 
 
    “Talking to the enemy, Fox?” Malcolm says jokingly as I sit down next to him, Richard and Samson sitting in front of us. Richard throws my bag in my face. 
 
    “Hey!” I say to him.  
 
    “So who wants to bet that James will run up and kiss Arya the second he gets off the bus?” Richard says. 
 
    “Shut up!” I say, slapping Richard on the back of the head. 
 
    "What?" Richard says, rubbing the spot I hit him. "We all know she's going to be waiting for you to come back." 
 
    “James is not a romantic like that,” Malcolm says. “I bet five bucks that she’s the one to initiate the kiss in front of the whole school.” I slap Malcolm on the shoulder with the back of my hand. “What? She kissed you in front of all the guys before the game. Now that both teams won the championship, she’ll probably make out with you in front of the whole school.” I turn a glare towards Malcolm. “Now that you have a girlfriend, you better get used to us making fun of you all the time.” I can get used to it. When it’s Arya that’s my girlfriend I can withstand any teasing as long as she’s mine.  
 
    "You don't do this to Samson," I say. 
 
    “Samson’s girlfriend is at another school,” Malcolm says. “And besides, your reactions are the reason we keep making fun of you.” 
 
    When we turn into the entrance of our school, all the guys put their heads out the window, screaming and hollering, holding out the trophy for everyone to see as we come in. The whole school is outside, the girls still in their soccer gear. I can see the trophy in their group. Everyone is cheering for us, crowding around the bus to congratulate us as we step off. I look for her immediately in the sea of faces, looking for her face among the sea of blue jerseys.  
 
    I see her on the other side of the road, waiting for me, smiling. I walk up to her slowly. She's so beautiful. Pete was right. I am a lucky guy. When I get to her, I drop my bag beside me, grab her face, and kiss her right there. Right for everyone to see. I can't hear anything though. It's just her, I can only feel her. It's just her here. She grabs my jersey pulling me closer to her. I break the kiss before I lose complete control. 
 
    "Congrats, superstar," I say to her smiling. 
 
    "Congrats, yourself," she says, her smile just as big as mine. "Perfect, isn't it?" 
 
    "You are," I say, brushing the hair out of her face. "You are perfect." And then I kiss her again because I can't help myself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 – What About Now 
 
    “What about now? / What about today? / What if you're making me all that I was meant to be? / What if our love never went away? / What if it's lost behind words we could never find? / Baby, before it's too late / What about now?” – What About Now, Daughtry 
 
    Arya 
 
    The high the school was on yesterday from the two East Side victories continues to today. Everyone is in good cheer with the two victories and that both teams will be going to EOSSA. After the championship game, James told me that Henri had not played in the final game yesterday and the reason why. I couldn’t believe it. I guess there is still hope for that school and there are decent people. No one has heard from Henri since. He hasn’t even been at school. I’m glad he didn't play in the game, but now I want to know where he is, what he's doing. I need peace of mind. 
 
    "What did the doctor say?" I ask Eleanor as she hobbles to her locker on her two crutches with her right leg in a cast. Diana, Sarah, and I are waiting at her locker before first period. Lincoln is beside her, carrying her backpack, with George and Teddy close behind. 
 
    "Broken leg," Eleanor says when she gets to her locker, placing her crutches against the lockers. "Six to eight weeks recovery time." 
 
    "I'm so sorry, Eleanor," I say. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Eleanor says as she opens her locker. “I’m just glad you guys beat those bitches yesterday.” Eleanor holds out her hand for Lincoln to give her her backpack. She bounces around on her one leg to move. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want a wheelchair, Eleanor?” Lincoln asks. 
 
    "No, I am fine," Eleanor says sternly. 
 
    "Always a stubborn one," George says to no one in particular. 
 
    Eleanor slams her binder, textbook, and pencil case in George's arms. "You can take these to my first class though." 
 
    “We don’t even have the same class!” George objects. 
 
    “So then you better get moving!” Eleanor says, shutting and locking her locker. She grabs her crutches and starts down the hallway and George follows behind her, rolling his eyes. 
 
    "I think he has a new job for the next six to eight weeks," Lincoln says when they are out of earshot, and we all laugh. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Why don’t you come over after work?” I ask James while we stand at my locker before my Chemistry class. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Arya,” James says. “My mom is working late tonight so I have to get groceries after work.” 
 
    His life is so different from mine. He takes on more than any teenager should but acts like it's nothing. James is everything to me, all I want is more of him, but no matter what, I'm always second to his family and his work. I can't hold it against him. He has his priorities straight. I just want more of him. Is that so selfish? 
 
    “Am I bad if I don’t want to share you?” I say, coming up closer to him so there is no space between us, grabbing his shirt. “Just want to keep you all to myself?” 
 
    James laughs. "It is me that doesn't want to share you, Arya. And if that is wrong," James leans in close to me, "then I don't want to be right." And then he kisses me softly. "I have to get to class though, I will see you after." He turns and walks away and just stare at him. He's perfect. 
 
    “So I guess you got everything you wanted,” I hear a voice say behind me. I turn to see Lisa standing there. “Won the championship, everyone at the school loves you, you got James back. Just perfect, isn’t it?” 
 
    “With no help from you,” I say to her irritably. “Why do you hate me so much? What did I do to you?” 
 
    “You took him away from me!” Lisa says. “You came to this school out of nowhere and he was just entranced with you the second he laid eyes on you. It was at MY party and he looked at you like you were the only person in the room. I have liked him from the beginning! The beginning! And then his dad passed away and he changed, but I still tried. And then you come here and flip your hair and bat your eyelashes at him and he’s a new person.” 
 
    “You and James were never together,” I say. “I never took him away from you. Lisa, you are this beautiful, smart, athletic girl who could get any guy she wants. Why are you so hung up over James? You are better than this. You deserve a guy that cares for you and wants to give you everything. You shouldn’t be chasing after a guy that doesn’t have any interest.” 
 
    “He’s the only guy I’ve ever truly liked,” Lisa says. “No one is like him. He’s perfect. He has always been so kind to me. I can’t be with someone else when I have such strong feelings for him. I’m the best in all the sciences (Diana would disagree, but I’ll hold my tongue), I’m on the volleyball team, I’m the most popular girl in this school. What more can I do? What more does he want from me?”  
 
    Underneath the tough exterior is a girl that just wants to be with the boy she loves. She’s pictured it. What it would be like to be with James. She’s worked hard and done everything she can to make it a reality, but then I came in and ‘ruined’ everything for her. I feel sorry for her, but I can’t forget the destruction she has caused. 
 
    "You tried to ruin me," I say. "You tried to ruin me and my relationship with James and you almost succeeded. I am just lucky that I have great family and friends that got me through this, and that James eventually came back to me. You did a terrible thing, but I do not think you are a terrible person. I feel sorry for you. That the only way you could bring yourself up was to bring me down. I hope you can leave me and James alone now."' 
 
    “I don’t know how to get over him,” Lisa says helplessly. “I just don’t.” 
 
    “You deserve someone amazing, Lisa,” I say. “Someone that will love your passion and everything about you. That person is out there. It’s just not James.” I look at her and I see a lovesick girl, not an enemy. Queens fix each other’s crowns. “You are an amazing person, Lisa, as much as I hate to admit it. You have so much going for you. If you could just harness your potential into something good instead of trying to ruin my life, you would be something amazing, you could do amazing things. Focusing on science and sports would probably help a lot instead of one boy.” 
 
    *** 
 
    "You need to talk to her," I say to James at his locker while he is trying to stuff all his books in it. 
 
    “Who?” James says, only half listening to me. 
 
    “Lisa,” I say. “You must talk to her.” 
 
    James slams his stubborn book into the top of his locker and then finally turns to me. “Lisa?” he says, and then he thinks about it. “What did she do to you? I told her to leave you alone.” 
 
    "She didn't do anything to me, James," I reassure him. "But she still really likes you. She needs closure from you." 
 
    "We never dated," James says. 
 
    “Please, James,” I say. “I don’t think you have ever actually told her that you are not interested in her. She needs to hear it plain as day from you. You can’t always be the good guy. Sometimes you have to tell the truth and if someone’s feelings get hurt it’s unfortunate, but you can’t just leave people in limbo.” 
 
    "I have never liked her in that way, and I have never said it either," James says. "She has no reason to think I like her." 
 
    "I know," I say. "But in her mind, she always thought she had a shot with you. She believes that I am the reason you two aren't together. You just need to set her straight. Only you can do that. You are the only one she will believe." 
 
    “Fine.” James smiles. “You’re lucky you’re cute.” 
 
    "Look who it is!" Malcolm says with a smile as he approaches James' locker along with Samson and Richard. "I guess we are going to have to get used to you hanging around here again."  
 
    "Don't act too disappointed," I say. 
 
    “Never,” Malcolm says. “I just think if you want to spend more time with me, you should meet me at my locker instead, so you don’t make your boyfriend jealous.” 
 
    “Bugger off!” James slaps Malcolm on the shoulder with the back of his hand. 
 
    “I did technically see her first,” Malcolm says. 
 
    "If we're getting technical, it was Richard that saw her first," Samson says, and Richard winks at Malcolm. 
 
    “Fine,” Malcolm concedes. “But don’t forget that she flirted back with me at that party when we first met!”  
 
    “Not flirting, Malcolm, just talking. I cut you off when I found out you were just trying to make out with me,” I joke. 
 
    “Can’t blame me for wanting to,” Malcolm says. “I’m always available if your boyfriend ever slips up.” 
 
    "You're stretching your luck, brother," James says. 
 
    “I told you we wouldn’t stop bothering you now that you have a girlfriend,” Malcolm says. “Your reactions are always the best. Almost as funny as Richard.” 
 
    “Hey!” Richard says. 
 
    “I think this is my cue to leave,” I say. “I will see you guys later.” 
 
    James 
 
    When she walks away, I slap Malcolm on the side of the head. “Hey!” Malcolm rubs wear I hit him. “I was only joking.” 
 
    I know he is only joking, but it still bothers me inside. I see enough guys staring at her, commenting on her, flirting with her when she doesn’t even realize it. I get enough of it from strangers; I don’t need to get it from my best friend as well. Will I always be bothered by the fact that Malcolm flirted with Arya first? She never did anything with him, so there is no reason to be jealous. They are friends, close friends now. They always joke around with each other now.  
 
    Malcolm has always been my best friend, but I see the way he looks at her when he thinks no one is paying attention. I think he will always be hung up on the girl that rejected him. I think he will always be curious about her. What she feels like, what she tastes like. And now he has to see his best friend with her all the time. Is there a part of Malcolm that hates me? I was the one that took him away from her at that party. He threatened Lincoln that night for stepping in, thinking that he was taking her for himself, but he never said anything to me.  
 
    After their second interaction, he thought she was crazy and wanted to stay as far away from her as possible, and now that he has gotten to know her, he likes her. But is it only friendship? A part of me thinks that it's impossible for Malcolm to just be friends with a girl. He has never been just friends with a girl, and definitely not one as beautiful as Arya. I've never talked to him about this. But maybe it's time to man up. 
 
    “Do you guys mind if I talk to Malcolm alone?” I say to Richard and Samson and they both nod. 
 
    “See you later!” Richard says as they walk away. 
 
    “I told you I was only joking, James,” Malcolm says. “Why are you going all serious on me?” 
 
    "I'm only going to ask you this once, Malcolm, and then I will never ask it again," I say and take a deep breath. I look him straight in the eyes, so I read his face and see if they match his words. "Do you really think that you can be just friends with Arya?" 
 
    "She's your girl, James," Malcolm says. 
 
    "That's not what I asked," I say. 
 
    "Honestly?" Malcolm says, taking his time to think over what he's going to say next. "I think you are the luckiest bastard at this school to be with her. And initially, whenever I saw you guys together, I was kicking myself for having treated her that way at the party when I first met her. I thought that if I hadn't been so forceful with her then maybe it would be me that she was with and not my best friend. That I would be the lucky bastard with the girl that all the other guys just drool over." 
 
    "You never said this," I say. 
 
    “What was I going to say, James?” Malcolm says. “I’m attracted to your girlfriend? I think you should step aside so I can have her because I saw her first?” 
 
    “Well, no,” I start. 
 
    “But in time I realized that she was never mine to have.” Malcolm says. “She’s meant to be with you, and you are meant to be with her. So to answer your question, I am fully capable of being just friends with Arya because I know she is with the best guy for her.” 
 
    “When did you make this realization?” I ask. 
 
    “When you guys broke up,” Malcolm says. “It was like watching a vase break in two and no one was trying to put it back together, just leaving it on the ground. That’s why I talked to her James. I wasn’t trying any moves or anything, I saw two people a part that needed to be together. There is no other guy that can make that girl smile like you can. She doesn’t deserve anyone but you. She only wants you.” 
 
    "And I only want her," I say. 
 
    “Besides,” Malcolm says, “you are my best friend. You know that I would never make a move on her no matter what I feel.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “The mind just plays tricks with you sometimes. Let’s agree to tell each other the hard things and ask the hard questions. For so long I thought that you hated me for being the guy who swooped in and took the girl you liked.” 
 
    “Well, I did.” Malcolm smiles. “But fortunately that feeling has passed.” 
 
    “Funny,” I say. “One more thing though.” 
 
    "Anything," Malcolm says. 
 
    "Do not proposition my girlfriend ever again," I say. 
 
    “What?” Malcolm smiles. “Scared she’ll agree?” 
 
    "Do not make me hit you again," I say. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arya 
 
    “I see your office hasn’t gone up in flames yet,” I say as I sit next to my dad on the couch, who is reading a book. 
 
    “I told you not to worry about it,” he says, not looking up from his book. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “What was necessary,” Dad says. 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    “Mr. Young has ruined other construction companies and gotten away with it,” Dad says, closing his book to look at me. “But there is one company that did stand up to him and are still standing today.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    "I might have asked them for their…" Dad pauses, "services." 
 
    “You have them staking out of the practice overnight.” I smile. 
 
    “Just until this blows over and Mr. Young backs off,” Dad says. 
 
    “Has anything happened?” I ask. 
 
    “There have been some minor conflicts in the night,” Dad says as if it’s nothing. I know it’s not nothing. Those guys can be vicious. “But I think Mr. Young will back off soon enough.” 
 
    I laugh. "Are your men equipped with baseball bats?" 
 
    “Only the best!” Dad says. “I will owe them big time for this, but they were also more than happy to go against Mr. Young’s guys again. They’re not afraid of them. And I have been the one taking care of them and their family’s teeth all these years.” Dad takes a breath. “Arya, I hope this shows you that no matter what is happening, you can always come to us, whatever the problem is, we can work it out. Even when it seems like too much.” 
 
    “I know that now,” I say. 
 
    “And remember,” Dad says, “if there is an asshole or someone you hate, chances are, there’s a lot of other people that feel the same way. There is no stronger bond than two people hating the same person.”  
 
    I laugh. “Thanks, Dad. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “On a different note,” Dad says, and I look at him, “how’s Lexi doing?” 
 
    “Sorry to ruin yours and Mom’s dream,” I say, “but you know I’m back with James.” 
 
    “Then why did I hear from the boy’s hockey coach that you were at their practice distracting him?” Dad asks. Damn small towns. It’s like people have nothing better to do than gossip. 
 
    “Strictly as friends,” I say. “But why are you talking to Aunt Suzie’s ex-husband anyway?” 
 
    “He called,” Dad says. “Wanted to see how you girls were doing considering everything that’s happened. It’s all over the town. He also wanted to congratulate you on winning your game this week.” 
 
    “That’s nice of him,” I say. “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “Good,” Dad says. “He’s happy with his life, his wife and small kids, but he will always have a special place in his heart for you and Mia, even if he’s not your uncle anymore. He cares about both of you.” 
 
    “I should give him a call,” I say. “To thank him for checking in.” 
 
    “I think he’d like that.” 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Yes, love,” Dad says. 
 
    “You understand now why I was so upset for the past couple of weeks,” I say. “It wasn’t all to do with James. It was much more than that.” 
 
    “I know, Arya,” Dad says. “I guess he isn’t a terrible boyfriend.” I’ll take it as a compliment. 
 
    “Can he come over for dinner on Sunday?” I ask. Reunite them. They do like each other. And they both want the best for me. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for his whole family to come over,” Dad says. 
 
    “Really?” I’m surprised. This is a big step. This is my dad accepting James. 
 
    “But you’ll have to help your mother prepare the meal,” Dad says. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 – Don’t Kill the Magic 
 
    “If you want space (you could have it)/ If you want change (I'll make it drastic) / Sleep on your bed (I'll be your mattress) / Bullet to my head (you could blast it) / Ohh! If you want love! (I'll be tragic) / The way that you love (I can match it) / If you want time (I'll be elastic) / Tell you no lie (You can have it) / No lieee / Just don't kill, don't kill the magic (ohhh) / Just don't kill, don't kill the magic (ohhh) / I'm not ready to give up just yet / We could stay until we both forget / So baby, don't kill, (don't kill) don't kill the magic (ohhh)” – Don’t Kill the Magic, MAGIC! 
 
    Arya 
 
    “Would you like some pancakes with your syrup?” James asks me as I pour more syrup on my last pancake. 
 
    "Hilarious," I say, putting the syrup down. I look and see his empty plate. "How did you finish so fast?"  
 
    "Because I didn't order the big breakfast like my hungry girlfriend," James says with a smile. 
 
    “You missed out!” I say, continuing to eat my last pancake. “Glad we were able to finally come out here.” 
 
    "Me too," James says. It's Saturday, less than a week since we won the championship. James took this Saturday off from work and I found someone to take my shift. We finally made our way out to the sugar shack that I was always wanting him to take me to, and it did not disappoint. Pancakes? Sausages? Eggs? Delicious syrup? Couldn't ask for much more. And the right company.  
 
    My thoughts have been going back to Henri every once in a while. No one has heard from him and he hasn’t been at school this week. I want to know where he is. He can’t just disappear, can he?  
 
    “What’s on your mind, Arya?” James asks, always sensing when there is something big on my mind. 
 
    "Nothing," I say, not wanting to mention Henri's name. He's already done enough damage. 
 
    “It’s Henri, isn’t it?” James says. 
 
    “No one has heard from him.” I say. “He just disappeared.” 
 
    “Give it time,” James says. “I’m sure we’ll hear from him soon enough, unfortunately. You should focus on winning EOSSA, not some guy who isn’t worth a second of your time.” 
 
    “I’ve been to EOSSA twice already,” I say. “I can handle it.” 
 
    “Don’t brag,” James says smiling. “I have too.” 
 
    My phone goes off and I look to read the text. 
 
    ‘Can you please pick me up from Jen’s? Mom and Dad are out of town for the day.’ – Mia 
 
    That’s odd. Mia always enjoys spending time with her friends. She was sleeping over at Jen’s last night. Maybe she just wants to be at home. She has been fortunate like me to have made some good friends already at East Side.  
 
    "I'm sorry, James," I say, looking at him. 
 
    “What is it?” James asks. 
 
    "Is there any way we can pick up my sister from her friend's house?" I say. "She just texted me." 
 
    "Of course," James says as if it's no problem at all. "We'll leave when you finish." 
 
    "Such a gem, James," I say and then text Mia back that we'll be there as soon as we can. 
 
    "Not really," James says and I look at him questionably. "My mom texted me about half an hour ago to pick my sister up from her soccer game." 
 
    “When were you going to tell me?” I ask. 
 
    “Well,” James says, looking at his watch, “we were going to have to leave in the next five minutes, so,” he thinks on it, “probably the next four minutes. Give or take.”  
 
    “I take back what I said. Not a gem, James. Just a pain.” 
 
    "You still love me," James says smiling. 
 
    “In your dreams, pretty boy. Okay, I’m stuffed,” I say, pushing the empty plate away from me. “You get the car while I take care of the bill.” 
 
    "You know I don't approve of dining and dashing, Arya," James says as he gets up and I stick my tongue out to his smiling face. "But I'll have the car running outside the front door so you can make your quick escape." 
 
    “Just get out of here!” I wave him away. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Do I have all the kiddies in the car now?” James calls from the front seat as Mia steps into the car. 
 
    “Don’t call us that!” his sister Rachel calls from the back. She then turns her attention to Mia. “I’m Rachel. James’ sister. You must be Mia.” 
 
    Mia nods. “Nice to meet you, Rachel.” 
 
    "Rachel is going to be at East Side next year," James says to the rear view mirror. 
 
    "I can speak for myself, James," Rachel says and then turns to Mia and they start whispering between each other and laughing, probably making fun of James or the both of us. 
 
    “The older she gets the worse it is,” James says to himself. 
 
    “Be careful James, you’re sounding too much like a dad,” I joke. 
 
    James just looks at me and then looks back at the road, not saying anything. What was I thinking saying that? James took over the father role when he was only fourteen. Of course he sounds like a father. He’s been playing one for two years. 
 
    “Tell mom I’ll be home later,” James says to the rear view mirror as he pulls into the driveway of his house. 
 
    “’Kay!” Rachel shouts as she hops out of the car. “See you guys!” 
 
    The car ride is quiet back to my house. I have things I need to say to both James and Mia, but not in front of each other. Apologize to James and then find out if there is more to Mia wanting to be picked up from her friend’s house. 
 
    James pulls up into our driveway. “Thank you, James!” Mia says as she gets out of the car, heading towards the front door. 
 
    “No problem!” James calls to her through his opened window.  
 
    “James,” I say putting a hand on his. “I shouldn’t have made that comment about you sounding like a dad. Your mom and sisters are so lucky to have you.” 
 
    "I'm not upset with you, Arya," James says and then takes a deep breath, shutting off the car. "I guess I was just thinking about how you are completely right." 
 
    “James,” I say. 
 
    “I am like a father.” James says. “I drive my sisters everywhere they need, I took over all the chores around the house my dad use to do, my mom texts me whenever she needs something, I work all the time for my uncle’s construction company.” 
 
    “James,” I say and hold onto his hand and kiss it. 
 
    "I find it so hard to give you all the attention you deserve when I have three other women in my life," James says, never looking at me, only looking out the windshield.  
 
    “James, you give me more than I could ever need,” I say. “It’s you that I want.” 
 
    "I have to tell you something," James says seriously. 
 
    "Don't sound so serious, James," I say, and he finally looks at me with a serious face and I know there's no more joking for the next little while. 
 
    *** 
 
    James – Three Days Earlier 
 
    “You’re taking this Saturday off?” Uncle Terry says as I’m heading out the door. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “And so are you, I always take the day off when you are off too. This isn’t any different than normal.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Uncle Terry asks, knowing what my answer is. 
 
    “Why are you so interested?” I ask. 
 
    “You’re going to see her, aren’t you?” Uncle Terry says. “You’re spending the day with her.” 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business,” I say, “but yes. And as lovely as this chat has been, I have to get to the grocery store before it closes.” I turn to leave but Uncle Terry calls me back. 
 
    “Wait!” he says. “James, do you honestly think you can keep up with that girl? Do you really think that you are the one to give her everything she wants?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I say. 
 
    “How much time do you have for her, really?” he asks. 
 
    “Are you going to go on and tell me again how she’s a distraction?” I say annoyed. “She’s not a distraction. I can manage it. I can manage whatever is thrown at me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I am saying, James,” he says. “Do you think that girl likes that you are always too busy for her? That she is a second priority to everything else you do, and you only spend time with her when you can ‘fit her in’.” 
 
    “I make time for her,” I say. “I don’t just ‘fit her in’ my schedule.” 
 
    "Does she know, James?" Uncle Terry asks. "Does she know that when school is over, things are going to get a lot worse? Does she know that all your time this summer will be dedicated to working and that your spare time from that will be to take care of your family? Oh, and let's not forget your competitive soccer team on top of that. Does she know this?" 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I say. “I will make time for her over the summer like I did during school.” 
 
    "You know this is different, boy," he says. "She's going to have all this free time when school is over while you are here working. Do you think she is going to like having an absent boyfriend? You think she won't stray from you?" 
 
    “She would never do that,” I say angrily. “You wouldn’t understand, you’ve never met her.” 
 
    “I know her type, James,” he says. “She will drop you once she realizes the type of boyfriend you are. Don’t tell me she hasn’t already complained about how much you work.” 
 
    I know Arya, I know how she feels about me and that she would never let me go. But what am I doing to her though? My uncle's wrong, she won't get rid of me like how he says, but will she hate me? Will she hide her anger at having a boyfriend that can't give her all the time and attention that she deserves? She won't stray, I know that, but will she resent me? That I will selfishly keep her to myself, but I can't be there for her all the time. What will other guys think? Will they think that James Fox doesn't care enough about his girlfriend to spend time with her? Will they think that they can move in on her? 
 
    I can already see the guys coming up to her, criticizing her absent boyfriend about leaving her alone all the time, and then trying to make a move on her. Arya doesn’t deserve that. She doesn’t deserve to be made to feel like a second option or that she’s not a priority. She deserves to feel like the most beautiful, desirable girl and how can I do that if I can only give her so much of my time? 
 
    “James?” my uncle says, snapping me back to reality. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say.  
 
    "You'll think about what I said?" he says. 
 
    “Of course,” I say. “I should get going.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arya 
 
    "I have to tell you something," James says seriously. 
 
    "Don't sound so serious, James," I say, and he finally looks at me with a serious face and I know there's no more joking for the next little while. 
 
    "Arya, you are this amazing and beautiful girl that has stepped into my life, and I can't believe how lucky I am," James says, and then stops himself. 
 
    “You are not breaking up with me, are you?” I ask, scared of his voice, scared of the look on his face. 
 
    "Arya, you deserve a guy that can give you all his time," James says. 
 
    "James, please stop," I say. 
 
    "No, Arya," James says. "Just listen to me. Please. I can't give you all the time you deserve. When the school year is over, I will be consumed with working at my uncle's company, it will be like a full-time job. And then there's my family to take care of and soccer of course. You will have more time when school is done, but I will have less." 
 
    “I play soccer too, James,” I say. “I will work more, I’ll take a second job, I don’t care. It’s you that I care about, it’s you that I want to be with. I don’t care if I only get you for a minute every week, as long as I am the girl that gets you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to do that, Arya,” James says. “I don’t want my girlfriend taking extra work when she doesn’t need to. I’m just spelling out the reality for you, Arya. I don’t want you to resent me for keeping you in a relationship with a guy that can’t always be there for you.” 
 
    “Your uncle has filled your head with these thoughts,” I say. “I know he has never liked me but convincing you to break up with me is too much.” 
 
    “Arya, please,” James says. “This is not about him and I am not breaking up with you. I do not have the strength to let you go. I could never let you go unless you told me that you did not want to be with me anymore. I am spelling out the reality of a relationship with me and I am giving you permission to let go of me.” 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “This relationship will only end if you do it, Arya,” James says. “I do not want to be the one to hold you back, I do not want you to be trapped in a relationship. I do not want you to resent me. I will always care for you, Arya. So I’m asking you to let me go.” 
 
    "I would never do that, James," I say. "I only want you and I will take you any way I can get. I could never let you go. Do you not remember how miserable we were when we were apart?" I stare at James, trying to read his face. "I do have one thing to say to you though." 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “I hate the way your uncle treats you,” I say. “He’s so controlling over you. He works you to the ground and does not care about you.” 
 
    “Do not talk about my uncle as if you know him,” James says annoyed. “He was the one who helped my family when my dad died. He gave me this job to help me and my family. This job is the only way I can afford school.” 
 
    “And he knows that!” I yell at James. “He knows that he has this hold on you and he is abusing it! You don’t owe him anything! And you can afford school without him.” 
 
    “How, Arya?” James yells at me. 
 
    “Another job?”  
 
    “No other job gives me as many hours and pays as well!” James yells, heated with anger. 
 
    “Maybe because you shouldn’t be working that many hours?!” I yell back. 
 
    "I am not having this argument with you again, Arya," James says sternly, turning to stare out the windshield. 
 
    “You’re shutting me out?” I ask and James says nothing. “This is what he wants, James. He wants you as his puppet, he wants you to get rid of me.” James still says nothing and doesn’t look at me. “I’m not letting you go, James. I know it’s not what you want. You know it’s not what I want.” He’s silent.  
 
    Feeling frustrated, I get out of the car, slamming the door, and start walking towards the front door. 
 
    “Arya, wait!” James calls, getting out of the car and I turn back to him, standing on the stone pathway while he is on the driveway. 
 
    “James, I want you more than you can even fathom,” I say, “but it kills me to watch your uncle suck the life out of you.” 
 
    “He pushes me because he wants what’s best for me,” James says. “He doesn’t want me to be stuck in this town, he’s pushing me so that I can reach my full potential.” 
 
    “And is bailing on your friends your full potential, James?” I say. “Because that is what you have been doing the past two years. Your uncle succeeded in taking you from your friends. I bet he even tried taking soccer from you too. I refuse to let him take you away from me. What would your dad say, James?" 
 
    "Don't you dare say that to me," James says angrily. "I am doing the best I can with what I have! I can't be the guy you need so I'm being the responsible one between us." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 – Apologize 
 
    "You tell me that you're sorry, didn't think I'd turn around, and say (that) / "It's too late to apologize (it's too late)." / I said, "It's too late to apologize (it's too late)." – Apologize, OneRepublic 
 
    James 
 
    “James, Arya,” I hear a voice from behind me. 
 
    "You have got to be kidding me," Arya says frustrated, and then I turn around. 
 
    He’s back, in the flesh. Henri Young is in Arya’s driveway. He doesn’t look like himself though. He’s usually so confident and arrogant, but right now he just looks scared. I guess we didn’t notice his car pull up with all the arguing. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I say angrily. Arya is behind me and I remain in between them. 
 
    "I came to talk to Mia," Henri says. 
 
    "She's not home," I say flatly. 
 
    “James,” Arya whispers to me. 
 
    “So you should leave,” I say. “And don’t come back.” 
 
    "I want to apologize to you, Arya," Henri says around me, looking at Arya behind me. "Please just talk to me. Just a moment." 
 
    I hear Arya walking up behind me and feel her at my shoulder. “You don’t have to do this,” I whisper to her. “You owe him nothing.” 
 
    "But he owes my sister everything," Arya whispers back and looks at Henri. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Arya,” Henri says. “I did the unforgivable. I truly hurt someone that you love, and I deserved much worse than what you did to me. I am sorry for hurting your sister, I can see what a horrible thing I did. After watching that video, I just…” he trails off. “I want to apologize to her,” he says firmly. “I know she won’t forgive me, but I want her to know how sorry I am. I want her to know that I know that I hurt her and that I will never do it again. Please, Arya. Please let me talk to her.” 
 
    “I already told you she’s not home!” I say to him, but he never takes his eyes off Arya. 
 
    “We just got home,” Arya says. “Let me check if she is here. I’ll be a moment.”  
 
    "Thank you so much, Arya," Henri says sincerely and she turns to go into the house, leaving me outside with Henri. 
 
    "So I heard you won the championship," Henri says. "Congratulations." 
 
    "I was disappointed that I didn't get to kick your ass out there, but I had to respect your team for what they did," I say.  
 
    “I know you hate me, James,” Henri says. “And I don’t blame you. I just wanted to come here to apologize to Mia and Arya. That’s it. And then I’ll leave.” 
 
    “And that will clear your conscience?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” Henri says. “But they both deserve an apology, and if Mia wants to yell at me, she can.” 
 
    "She should knee you in nuts," I say.  
 
    “She should,” Henri says. “I have to do this now. I am moving out West tomorrow to live with my mom in Victoria. I will be tutored and homeschooled for the last few weeks of Grade 11 and then go to a boarding school for Grade 12.” 
 
    “A fresh start? Where no one knows who you are?” I say. 
 
    “I can’t turn my life around here,” Henri says. “Everyone hates me. I have to leave. I have no choice.” 
 
    “Took the entire town turning on you to make you realize what you did was wrong?” I say. 
 
    And then I hear the front door open and both Mia and Arya step out. I didn’t think she would do this. Mia comes right up to Henri and stands in front of him. Arya comes to my side and I wrap my arm around her waist, wanting to feel her, wanting her to be close. To protect her.  
 
    "Mia," Henri says breathlessly. 
 
    "My sister told me you have something to says to me," Mia says sternly, showing no emotion. 
 
    “Yes,” Henri says. “I came to apologize. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I want you to know that I know how much I hurt you. I was a monster. I will never forgive myself for what I did. I deserve what has happened to me and so much more.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much you hurt me. You never will,” Mia says. “I hope you never forgive yourself, because I know I will never forgive you. You took everything from me. You left a permanent scar on me that will never heal, no matter what I do.” 
 
    "I'm so sorry, Mia," Henri says. 
 
    “I hate the sound of your voice,” Mia says. “It’s just a reminder of everything that happened. I can’t forgive you, Henri. You did the unforgivable. But I applaud you coming out here, for being repentant. I can only hope that now you will never do to someone what you did to me.” 
 
    "I will never hurt someone like I hurt you, Mia," Henri says. "I will live with this for the rest of my life." 
 
    "And so will I," Mia says. "I think you should go." 
 
    “Right,” Henri says. “But you and Arya should know that I am leaving tomorrow. I am going out to the West Coast. You won’t have to see me again.” 
 
    "I feel bad for the West Coast then," Mia says. 
 
    "I'll leave you, now," Henri says and then he walks away and drives off in his car in silence as we all just stare at him leave.  
 
    "Mia," Arya says to her sister, releasing herself from my grip and I realize how hard I was holding onto her. But she never complained for a second. Mia turns to her. She has no emotion on her face. I have no idea what she is thinking. "Mia, are you okay?" 
 
    “I needed that,” Mia says. “I finally had the upper hand over him.” 
 
    “You did great,” Arya says. “And now none of us have to see him again.” 
 
    "Thank goodness," Mia says relieved. 
 
    “What do you want to do, Mia?” Arya asks her. 
 
    "I need to run," Mia says, shaking her arms. "I need to get rid of this energy." And then she runs back into the house, leaving Arya and me alone together. 
 
    "Thank you, James," Arya says. 
 
    “What for?” I ask. “I didn’t do anything but bruise your hip.” 
 
    “Having you here meant everything,” Arya says. “Staying here. Being with me. I don’t know if I could have remained calm if you hadn’t been here.” 
 
    “You would have been fine, Arya,” I say. “You are far stronger than what you give yourself credit for.” 
 
    "Thank you, James," Arya says and then we just stare at each other.  
 
    Mia runs out the door in her running gear and headphones in. “See ya!” she calls as she runs down the sidewalk to a trail path. 
 
    "I'm sorry for yelling at you, Arya," I say, breaking the silence. "I know you only want what's best for me." 
 
    “It’s what your friends and family want too,” he says. “Everyone cares so much about you, James. They all hate seeing you this way. You carry a burden too heavy for you.” 
 
    "There's no other way, Arya," I say. And then she comes up to me, closing the distance between us. She puts her hands to my face and just stares up at me. 
 
    “There’s always another way, James. No matter what is happening, you can always come to me. Whatever the problem is, we can work it out. Even when it seems like too much,” she says, but something tells me those aren’t her words. They’re words someone said to her and now she’s repeating them to me. She kisses me, softly at first and then more deeply. I wrap my arms around her small body. She’s the one who breaks the kiss before I am ready. “I am not giving up on you and I’m never letting you go,” Arya says. 
 
    “I’m sorry for asking you to,” I say. “I just want what’s best for you too.” 
 
    “You are what’s best for me, James,” Arya says. “When are you going to realize it?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 – Save You 
 
    “And no matter what I do / I can't make you feel better / If only I could find the answer / To help me understand / Sometimes I wish I could save you / And there's so many things that I want you to know / I won't give up 'til it's over / If it takes you forever I want you to know” – Save You, Simple Plan 
 
    No POV 
 
    Alone in the bathroom, Eric washes his hands. The same washroom that he sexually assaulted the West Side girl. That girl is crazy and is back together with the soccer player. Let him have her. Let him deal with her. She’s just a rich bitch anyway. 
 
    He hears the bathroom door open as he’s about to leave. 
 
    James 
 
    “Going somewhere?” Malcolm says, pushing Eric back into the bathroom. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Eric says, staring at all four of us. 
 
    “You hurt someone very important to me,” I say to him. “You are a scumbag. There are not many things lower than forcing yourself on a girl.” 
 
    He laughs. “James,” he says. “I think this is just a big misunderstanding. You see, you guys were broken up and I thought she wanted…" I punch him, in the jaw, and he steps back a bit from the impact. He touches where I punched him. "Both of you are crazy. You deserve each other." 
 
    “If I ever find out you tried to pull a stunt like you did on my girlfriend on any other girl,” I say, “I will actually kill you.” I want to just beat him, bang his head on the wall, but I won’t. The purpose of this is to make sure he doesn’t do this again, or at least that he doesn’t feel safe trying to. 
 
    “Some girls like it,” Eric says. “Some like a dominant to force them. They just don’t realize it.”  
 
    He had his chance. He blew it. I push him up against the wall. “They like it?” I say to him. My three closest friends are standing around me, but this is not a four against one battle. This is one against one. I punch him in the solar plexus, knocking the wind out of him and he bends over slightly, gasping for breath. “You are a pathetic excuse for a person. You are a lowlife and a scumbag. If I see you near another girl again, I’m punching you out. I don’t even care if you’re just talking to her.” He stands up to face me and look me in the eye. 
 
    “I’m sorry I ever touched your psycho bitch girlfriend,” Eric says, his voice hoarse. “Definitely not worth it. Couldn’t even get her to…” I punch him in the solar plexus again and I know he’s done talking for now. 
 
    “Anything else you want to say?” I ask, but he’s struggling to get air in. “Remember, Eric. I’ll be watching.” 
 
    And then I turn away from him. He’s never going to change, but at least he knows there will be plenty of guys to put him in line if he ever tries to get out of it. 
 
    My dad always taught me that fighting wasn't the answer, but that there were times that it was the only way to deal with someone. He taught me that sheer brute strength wasn't the way to win a fight. You had to be strong and use your head. He taught me the spots to hit someone if I ever was in the situation. He made me confident against any person, that even if I wasn't the physically bigger or stronger one, that I could still win. Violence isn't the answer, but it's important to teach people how to fight back, how to defend themselves, so when they do get into that situation, they are confident that they can get out of it. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Do we have soccer practice tomorrow morning?” Richard asks Samson and me at my locker. 
 
    “Yes,” Samson says. “Mr. Quirrel is taking any free time he can get to put in more practice before EOSSA.” 
 
    “Third year in a row,” Richard says. “Let’s see what we can do this time.” 
 
    I am rummaging through my locker looking for my math notebook which is nowhere to be found. 
 
    “What are you looking for there, James?” Samson asks. 
 
    “I can’t find my math notebook,” I say. “I need it!” 
 
    “Did you have it yesterday?” Richard asks. 
 
    I think back to the last time I used it. “I lent it to Malcolm,” I say. “He must have it.” I shut my locker. “I’ll see you guys in class.” 
 
    I rush to Malcolm’s locker. His locker is on the other side of the school from me and when I get to the hallway where his locker is, I stop mid tracks. Malcolm’s there at his locker, but Arya is there too. They are talking to each other, smiling at each other, laughing with each other. He told me he could be just friends with her, he told me he would never do anything with her. But he’s talking to her alone. They’re friends, James, just friends. She playfully slaps him on the arm and then he does some impression of something that makes her laugh. And then an image of them at the party at Lisa’s house comes to my mind. 
 
    Why is she here? Why is she laughing with him? If I didn’t know better, I would think they are together. I can’t go there, I can’t.  
 
    Arya 
 
    “Okay.” I smile at Malcolm. “Can we please be serious now?” 
 
    “Of course,” Malcolm says, still smiling. “What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    “It’s about James,” I say. “It’s his uncle. He works him too hard and it’s taking a toll on him. And his uncle hates me even though he has never met me. He’s feeding him with these stupid ideas. James almost broke up with me this weekend.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Malcolm says. “He tried to break up with you?” 
 
    "Well," I say, "he said how he won't have time for me and then asked me to end the relationship. He's worried that he can't spend a lot of time with me, but I don't care about that. I just care about him and I'm worried about him. I'm worried that his uncle is abusing the power he has over James." 
 
    “It’s always been like this, Arya,” Malcolm says. “James feels like he owes his uncle for helping out after his father died and he doesn’t realize that what his uncle asks of him is ridiculous. I’ve tried talking to him before about it, but it hasn’t changed anything.” 
 
    "He can't keep going on this way," I say. 
 
    “You are the one thing that has brought James back into our world,” Malcolm says. “He’s himself again with you around, but I don’t think it will be easy to break all of his habits.” 
 
    “He needs the money for school,” I say. “There has to be something else he can do.” 
 
    "I've offered him a job to work for my dad with tree forestry, but he said no," Malcolm says. 
 
    “Have you ever met his uncle?” I ask. 
 
    "Yes," Malcolm says. "He's actually a nice guy. I guess he's a different person at work." 
 
    “How do I help him, Malcolm?” I say. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to do that for two years, Arya,” Malcolm says. “You need to tell me how to help him! You are probably the only one he will listen to.” 
 
    “He doesn’t,” I say. “He just shuts me out when I talk to him about it.” 
 
    “Maybe you need to talk to someone else then?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “A certain uncle perhaps?” Malcolm says. 
 
    “You want me to talk to his uncle?” I ask. 
 
    "Worth a shot," Malcolm says. "He is the root of the problem." 
 
    "I knew I should have asked Samson," I say. 
 
    “Hey!” Malcolm says. “I’m smarter than all those guys combined!” 
 
    “I’m sure.”  
 
    James 
 
    I head to my locker after second period. Almost everyone has made it to the cafeteria by now, but there are still some people at their lockers. While walking in the hall I see Mia, alone at her locker, which is not something I normally see when walking through this hallway. Whenever I see her at school, she is always with friends. She’s a ray of light, just like her sister. 
 
    “Hey!” I say, coming up to her locker. 
 
    She looks at me. “Oh, hi James,” she says slowly. 
 
    “How are you?” I ask. This girl just confronted the guy who raped her a couple of days ago. He’s physically gone from her life, but the scar he’s left cut deep. 
 
    "Fine," Mia says in a voice that I know means the opposite. Rachel may be annoying at times, but she has improved my female communication skills. 
 
    "Let's go for a drive," I say. 
 
    “What?” Mia finally looks at me. 
 
    “A drive,” I say. “It’s lunch hour. Let me put my books away and I’ll meet you out front. Sometimes you just need to get away from it all.” 
 
    "You don't need to do that, James," Mia says. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I want to do this. I consider you like one of my sisters and I would do everything in my power to protect them and take care of them. Just like Arya does for you.” She’s hesitant. “I’ll meet you out front.” And then walk away before she can come up with a reason not to come. 
 
    *** 
 
    The car ride starts in silence. I will let her collect her thoughts, stare out the window as long as she wants, and I will be a listening ear when she is ready. 
 
    “Will I ever get over it?” Mia asks, staring out the window. “When I came to East Side, I tried to be myself again. Flirting with guys, going out with friends. I tried to be normal again, to erase him and his memory, but it never worked.” 
 
    "Mia," I say. "You went through something traumatic, something that no one should have to go through. Ever. The fact that you are getting up every day and trying to live your life just shows how unbelievably strong you are. You have to give yourself credit for how far you have come. You faced Henri the other day and didn't back down for even a second! You can't expect to get over everything in one go. It will take time to heal and unfortunately, some scars will never fully heal." 
 
    “Hearing his voice was like a trigger,” Mia says. “All the memories came back. I felt like I was reliving the experience.” 
 
    "Tell me, why did you come out of the house?” I say. “I know Arya didn't make you. I know you chose to come outside yourself." 
 
    "I had to see him," Mia says. "I had to hear what he wanted to say. I knew I would regret it if I didn't. I would always wonder." Mia takes a deep breath. "In the moment, I could let my anger out on him. I just didn't expect it would be so hard afterward." 
 
    “Is there anything else you would have wanted to say to him?” I ask. 
 
    "No," Mia says. 
 
    “Is there anything that you wish he had said to you?” I ask. 
 
    She’s silent. Considering the question. “There’s nothing he can say. There are no words. And there’s nothing he can do. I can only hope that now he will never do that to another girl.” 
 
    “You are a brave person, Mia,” I say. “If you could see yourself how I see you, you would understand.” 
 
    “Thank you, James,” Mia says and turns to look at me. “For everything. I feel terrible about what I put Arya through. She was the only one who knew for so long. She has always been there for me. I avoided Henri as much as I could, but he and Arya were in the same grade. She saw him in class. She grew to hate him more than I did which I didn’t think was possible. She wrote on his locker to expose him so that people would stop seeing him as a god at that school. I owe her everything.” 
 
    “Arya loves you,” I say. “She couldn’t stand what he had done to you, but she doesn’t regret a thing she did.” 
 
    “Did she tell you that?” Mia asks. 
 
    “No,” I say. “But I like to think that I know your sister well enough.” 
 
    "She regrets the day she did it." Mia smiles, and I laugh out loud.  
 
    How would things have turned out if the basketball team hadn't been practicing that morning? Or if Arya had done it the next day? She would probably still be at West Side, and I would never have met her. Sometimes bad things have to happen to get to the good things in life. That's why you have to continue with life. There's going to be hard times, times when you don't understand why you have to go through something so difficult. But if you ride it out, it has the potential to lead you exactly where you're supposed to be. 
 
    “I’ve never seen her as happy as she is with you,” Mia says. “She had a perfect life at West Side. I was always so jealous of her, so when an older guy was interested, I thought ‘This is something I can have over her. Someone prefers me’. She never gave any guy the time of day, which only made them more attracted to her. I love Arya, but there were times that I hated her. I initially pushed her away after what happened. I didn’t want my perfect sister to see how badly I screwed everything up.” 
 
    “You didn’t screw anything up,” I say. “You can’t possibly take responsibility for anything that happened.” 
 
    "I'm getting carried away. What I am trying to say is," Mia says, "my sister was a shining star at the rich and prestigious West Side without even trying. She had everything. Guys wanted to be with her, girls were jealous of her. But despite all of that, she is happiest at East Side with you. It says a lot about your relationship."  
 
    "She's everything to me," I say. 
 
    I pull into a parking lot. “Where are we?” Mia asks. 
 
    "I need your help with something," I say, and we get out of the car. 
 
    “This is a jeweler?” Mia asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “I want you to give me your opinion on something.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 – Let’s Talk About Sex 
 
    “Let's talk about sex baby / Let's talk about you and me / Let's talk about all the good things / And the bad things that may be / Let's talk about sex” – Let’s Talk About Sex, Technotronic 
 
    Arya 
 
    "So I heard that Henri left West Side Academy and moved to the West Coast," Diana says to me at our lockers. 
 
    "News travels fast," I say. 
 
    “Small town,” Diana says. “How’s your sister?” 
 
    "Henri came to the house on Saturday to talk to her," I say. 
 
    “No!” Diana says with surprise on her face. “That bastard. Did she kick him the nuts?” 
 
    I laugh. “No,” I say. “I think she killed him with her words instead.” 
 
    “I knew that guy was trouble when he came up to me at the party. If I ever see that boy again…” Diana says. 
 
    “No need,” I say. “He’s far away now, thank goodness.” 
 
    "That must have been hard for her," Diana says. "How's she holding up?"  
 
    “She’s strong on the outside,” I say, “but I think she’s still hurting on the inside. James told me to just let her know that I’m here whenever she needs me.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Diana says. “She’ll come to you when she’s ready.” 
 
    “I just get so mad that something like this happened to my sister,” I say. “And then I think, it’s probably happened to many other girls as well, but no one says anything. Guys just get away with everything.” 
 
    “Has it happened to you, Arya?” Diana asks me seriously. “I mean, I know about Eric, but…” 
 
    "No," I say, a little surprised with the question. "I've had more than my fair share of harassment from guys and then what happened with Eric, but that's the worst of it." 
 
    “My uncle tried to,” Diana says. “When I was 8 years old.” 
 
    “Diana,” I say softly. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “He’s gone now,” Diana says. “I have no idea where, but he’s out of our lives.” Diana takes a deep breath. “A lot of women have gone through a lot of trauma and there’s a lot of men who walk around unaffected. They don’t think they have done anything wrong. They rarely receive repercussions for their actions. Women are the ones left behind to suffer.” 
 
    "Men don't think they have done anything wrong because no one has taught them that what they are doing is wrong," I say. "No one teaches anyone about sex and consent. We are left to figure sex out on our own through the media, the internet, and our peers. We don't learn anything from our teaches or other adults that could help us. I love my parents, they are the best parents you could ever ask for, but even they don't talk to me about sex. It's like an unspoken subject in the house and as long as we aren't having sex, it's okay. 
 
    “I don’t understand this mentality that if they don’t talk about it, if they don’t teach it, everything will be fine,” I say. “It’s such a lie. It’s like if they don’t teach us about sex then it won’t happen. People are going to have sex! We should be educated on it so we can protect ourselves from unwanted pregnancies and diseases. We should be educated on consent and maybe, just maybe, another Henri won’t be created. Maybe, if we teach girls and boys at a young age about sex and consent, things like this won’t happen. At least not as often.” 
 
    "Maybe there will be fewer women that are traumatized for the rest of their lives," Diana says. "Maybe there will be fewer women with traumatic stories they keep silent. Just because we don't hear of it, doesn't mean it doesn't happen. It's not easy to share these kinds of stories. Some women are assaulted by people that are a part of their everyday lives, people that they can't easily escape from. There can be serious repercussions with that. And some women don't want to be looked at differently, which is completely understandable. We should work towards a preventive society, not a reactive one," Diana says and then stares at me. "You want Sexual Education taught in school." 
 
    “Pardon my language,” I say, “but fuck yes.” 
 
    “I agree,” Diana says. “Ignorance is not bliss.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 – Do It for Love 
 
    “I won't do it for money / I won't do it for pride / I won't do it to please somebody else / If it don't feel right / But I'll do it for you / And at least I'll try / I don't need any other reason / Than I feel it deep inside / I'll Do It For Love” – Do It for Love, Hall & Oates 
 
    Arya 
 
    “This is his uncle’s address?” I ask Malcolm, looking at the text he sent me. 
 
    “Yes,” Malcolm says. “One question though. Why am I the one that had to get this for you?” 
 
    “It was your idea that I talk to him,” I say. “The least you can do is help me out.” 
 
    "Haven't you been there before?" Malcolm asks. 
 
    "Once," I say, "and James drove us there. I don't remember where it is. 
 
    “Good luck,” Malcolm says. “Let me know how it goes.” 
 
    “Any advice?” I ask. 
 
    "Don't look too pretty," Malcolm says. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “I suspect James’ uncle feels a certain way about you already,” Malcolm says. “That you are a pretty rich girl who is a distraction for his nephew. I don’t think trying to be pretty will gain you any extra points with him.” 
 
    “Is this a mistake?” I ask. 
 
    “Possibly.” Malcolm shrugs. “But do you have a better idea?” 
 
    "Not right now," I say. 
 
    "You'll be fine," Malcolm says. 
 
    “I don’t want James to hate me,” I say. “I don’t want to make things worse for him.” 
 
    “I doubt that will happen,” Malcolm says. “And James could never hate you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Knock. Knock. I wait on the doorstep of James’ uncle’s house that is on a farm. I am beyond nervous. This man already hates me without even knowing me. The door opens and a tall man with short brown hair fills the door frame. James looks just like him.  
 
    “Hello,” Mr. Fox says. “And to what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    "Mr. Fox," I say, trying to calm my nerves. "I came to talk to you. My name is Arya, I know your nephew, James." 
 
    “Arya,” Mr. Fox says, searching his mind for where he’s heard the name before. “You must be the girl that has been distracting my nephew.” 
 
    “Mr. Fox,” I say. “If I could just talk to you for a moment.” 
 
    “Does my nephew know you are here?” Mr. Fox says. 
 
    “No,” I say. “It was my idea to come here. I just need to talk to you. About James.” He stares at me. “It won’t take long, I promise.” 
 
    He considers, considers just shutting the door in my face, but he concedes and stands aside to let me in. “The lounge is to the right. Take a seat anywhere.” I sit on a chair by the fireplace while he takes the couch across from me. “So, I’m interested to hear what you have to say.” 
 
    "Mr. Fox," I say. "I care about James and I know you do too. I just worry about him. He's under so much pressure and has so much on his plate. He acts like he is fine, but I know he isn't. It's too much for him, but he'll never admit it." 
 
    “He does have a full plate,” Mr. Fox says. “Adding a girlfriend to the mix probably hasn’t helped.” 
 
    "I'm second priority to working for you and his family, in case you didn't already know," I say sternly. 
 
    “Are you going to break up with him then?” he asks. 
 
    "I know you would love it if I did," I say. 
 
    “You’re going to do it anyway,” Mr. Fox says. “Why not get it over with? Find a nice rich boy that can give you everything you want.” 
 
    "I'm not breaking up with James," I say flatly. "Why are you so desperate to get rid of me?" 
 
    “Because I know your type,” Mr. Fox says. “I know my nephew won’t be able to keep a rich pretty girl like you pleased for long. You’ll put him aside when a better option comes along.” 
 
    “You don’t know me,” I say. “I would never do that.” 
 
    “James doesn’t come from money,” Mr. Fox says. “He works for everything he’s got. He’s had to earn everything he has. Working for me is the only way he can afford school. He doesn’t have a rich father to pay for everything. Do you two really think you two can maintain this relationship?” 
 
    “James means everything to me,” I say. “I don’t care about his status or how much money he has.” 
 
    “Because you are kids still in high school,” Mr. Fox says. “You don’t know what it will be like when you are both out on your own. I am doing the best for my nephew. I have given him a job so he can earn money to get out of this town, go to school and get a decent job and make something of himself.” 
 
    “You work him to the ground,” I say. “No teenager should be working as much as he does, but you are his uncle, so he doesn’t question it. He continues to carry this burden that is too heavy for him.” 
 
    “I will not have my nephew throw away everything for a girl he barely knows.” 
 
    “I am not asking him to throw anything away!” I say. “I’m just asking you to lighten the load on him. I’m asking you not to work him as hard. I’m asking you to treat him like the teenager he is.” 
 
    "Terry," a voice says and we both turn to it. A woman walks into the living room with an apron over her dress. I assume it's James' aunt. "You know I have already told you that you work that boy too hard. You always have. And now, his girlfriend is here, pleading with you to stop working him so hard. To treat him like a teenager and let him have his life back." 
 
    “He wants the work!” Mr. Fox says. “I am not working him too hard. I’m building his character!” 
 
    “He’s already lost a father,” she says. “Now you are taking away his childhood.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do, Marie?!” he yells. “Give him more money for less work? He needs every cent he can get.” 
 
    "Yes," Marie says. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Give him a raise and shorten his hours,” Marie says. “He deserves it, you know he does. He’s been working for you for two years and you haven’t changed his pay once.” 
 
    “I don’t exactly have endless amounts of money,” Mr. Fox says. 
 
    “James is worth his weight in gold,” Marie says. “He does the job of two people during the summer months. You won’t be able to replace him when he leaves. You’ll need two people when he goes to university. Pay him what he deserves, Terry. You owe it to him.” 
 
    “Is this really what you feel, Marie?” Mr. Fox asks. “Do you really feel I work the boy too hard?” 
 
    “We all do! How many times do I have to say it?” Marie exclaims. “Me, his mother, his girlfriend, probably his friends as well. Open your eyes, love.” 
 
    Mr. Fox just looks at his wife for a long time. Malcolm was right, he’s not a bad person. He’s trying to do the best he can for his nephew, but maybe he didn’t realize in the process, he was hurting him. I was wrong thinking that he was purposely trying to abuse his power over James. He wants a better life for his nephew and James never complains about anything, so maybe he didn’t think he was doing anything wrong? 
 
    “Thank you for coming here, Arya,” Mr. Fox says to me. “I think it’s time you should go home now.” 
 
    “Mr. Fox…” I begin. 
 
    “I think you have made your point,” Mr. Fox says. “And it seems my wife agrees. Please leave us.” 
 
    "Don't be rude, Terry," Marie says. "Arya, please stay, can I get you something to drink?" 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Fox,” I say. “But I really should be leaving. My parents will be wondering where I am.” I get up to get out of that house as fast as I can. What will happen now? What will happen to James? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 – All You Did Was Save My Life 
 
    “The story's been told a million times  / but it’s different when it’s your life  / I won the lottery tonight  / The lottery tonight  / I'm not dying  / All you did was save my life  / Pulled me out of that flat line  / Put the heartbeat back inside  / I'm not dying  / All you did was get me through  / I owe every breathe to you  / Heart and soul unparalyzed  / All you did was save my life" – All You Did Was Save My Life, Our Lady Peace  
 
    James 
 
    It's late when I walk into the house. I expect everyone to be asleep, but from the kitchen, I can hear the TV on. Probably Rachel. But then I hear voices talking. Voices that are not coming from the TV. Is Grace up as well? Can't be my mom, she's working the late shift tonight. Grace can’t stay up this late or else she’ll be exhausted for school tomorrow. I go into the living room, expecting to see my two sisters but that’s not the case. 
 
    "Arya," I say when I walk in and she looks up to me from the couch and smiles. Rachel is sitting next to her. 
 
    “James!” Rachel says. “You’re home! Arya came over to see you.” 
 
    "I can see that," I say. 
 
    “And then she invited me to watch the Bachelor so I couldn’t say no.” Arya smiles. 
 
    “Don’t you think you should be in bed, Rachel?” I ask, not trying to be too obvious that I want to get rid of her. 
 
    “It’s almost done, James,” Rachel says. “It’s the rose ceremony.” 
 
    “It is almost done, James,” Arya repeats. “This may be where Cassie gets voted off!” 
 
    “She’s still there?” I ask. 
 
    "Why don't you watch it with us?" Arya asks. 
 
    I roll my eyes at her. "I'll wait for you in the kitchen," I say and turn away from them. 
 
    “He totally wants to know who gets the final rose,” I hear Arya whisper to Rachel, and she laughs. 
 
    As I start emptying the dishwasher, I feel her presence in the room. She comes up close behind me and places her chin on my shoulder and wraps her arms around me and I stop what I’m doing. She kisses my neck, and it stirs up something inside me. I turn around in her arms so I can look at her and hold her myself. “Didn’t expect you here, but it’s a very nice surprise.” 
 
    “I wanted to see you,” she says and I kiss her forehead. “And I also wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    "Is everything okay with work and your uncle and everything?" she asks. I shouldn't be surprised she's asking about this. I don't think everything got fully resolved from Saturday, but I think I have some news for her that might make everything better. 
 
    "Funny you should ask," I say. "My uncle spoke to me today. He's given me a raise which hasn't happened since I've started! And he's also going to hire someone to work part-time to eventually take over when I leave for university, so I won't be working the crazy hours anymore, but I will still be making the same amount of money." 
 
    *** 
 
    Earlier that Day 
 
    “Thank you, Uncle Terry.” I say, “This means everything.” 
 
    "You deserve it," Uncle Terry says. "You are the hardest working guy out there. I know I can be hard on you, but it's only because I want the best for you." 
 
    "I know," I say. 
 
    “Your dad would be proud of you,” he says. 
 
    “You seem to have completely changed attitudes,” I say. “Not that I mind, but I’ve gotten used to you telling me ‘No distractions!’ or ‘You have to work hard if you want to get out of this town!’.” 
 
    "I guess some people helped me see that working you into the ground day after day was probably not the best for you," Uncle Terry says. "I said it built character." 
 
    I laugh. “Believe me Uncle Terry, you have helped me so much over the years. I’ll never be able to repay you.” 
 
    “James,” Uncle Terry says. “It’s the other way around. Not only with work but you have taken care of my brother’s wife and kids better than anyone else could have. It’s me that will never be able to repay you.” 
 
    "They're my mom and sisters," I say. 
 
    “You have done more than and have been through more than any teenage boy should go through,” Uncle Terry says. “I miss your father all the time and I know you miss him as well. He is always with us, James. He sees you taking such good care of your sisters and mom.” 
 
    "I just wish he was here," I say quietly, barely getting the words out. 
 
    “We all do James,” Uncle Terry says. “Everyone loved your father.” 
 
    “I get sad sometimes,” I say. “When good things happen in my life and he’s not here to see them, to tell me he’s proud or to joke around with me.” 
 
    “It’s understandable, James,” Uncle Terry says. “You are lucky to have such great people around you that care about you so much. Your family, your friends, your girlfriend.” 
 
    “I thought Arya was just a distraction?” I ask, curious to see what he was to say about her now. 
 
    “I might have been wrong about her. Your aunt convinced me of that,” Uncle Terry says. “I cannot judge a person just because they have money, it’s not what defines them.” 
 
    “She makes me happy,” I say. “She brings out the best of me. I know my dad would have loved her. I think that’s why I feel closer to him having her in my life. I know it doesn’t make sense, but that’s what it feels like.” 
 
    “Do you ever feel sad with her, or after she is gone?” Uncle Terry asks. “That your father is not here to see this good thing in your life?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “For some reason, I feel like he already knows her. I feel like he knew she was coming.” 
 
    *** 
 
    "Funny you should ask," I say. "My uncle spoke to me today. He's given me a raise which hasn't happened since I've started! And he's also going to hire someone to work part-time to eventually take over when I leave for university, so I won't be working the crazy hours anymore, but I will still be making the same amount of money." 
 
    “So how do you feel now?” Arya asks. 
 
    “Good,” I say. “We had a good talk. Talked about my father too which we don’t normally do. I forget sometimes that he lost a brother that day as well. I think he saw me as his responsibility to take care of when my father was gone.” 
 
    "I'm glad," Arya says, and then rests the side of her head on my chest. I pull her in closer to me and smell her hair. It smells like vanilla. "You can always talk to me about your dad, James. You don't have to keep that to yourself." 
 
    "I'd like that," I say and then I pull away from her slightly so I can look at her and she looks up at me. I brush a piece of hair out of her face and behind her ear. "My uncle seemed to change his mind about you as well. No longer thought of you as a 'distraction'." 
 
    "He's not a bad guy," Arya says. "He cares for you and is just a softy on the inside." 
 
    “You talk like you’ve met him?” I ask. She’s silent. Her eyes turn to panic. “Did you meet him?” I ask letting her go to put space between us. 
 
    "Very briefly, James," Arya says. 
 
    "I told you not to interfere, Arya," I say, trying to piece everything together in my mind. No wonder there was a change in my uncle. No wonder he changed his mind about Arya. No man can resist her charm, not even a man that wants to hate her. 
 
    “I was just trying to help, James,” Arya says. “It wasn’t me that changed his mind, it was your aunt.” 
 
    "You met her too?" I ask, starting to feel the anger build up inside of me. 
 
    “James,” she says and comes up to me and grabs my arms, trying to soothe the anger inside of me. 
 
    “Is this why you were talking to Malcolm the other day?” I ask. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asks. 
 
    “I saw you at his locker,” I say. “I saw you talking with him. You were talking about me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Arya says. “He worries for you too.” 
 
    “How many other people have you spoken to about your ‘overworked’ boyfriend?” I say angrily, raising my voice at her with each question. “Is this how you try and solve things?! By going behind my back?! By bringing as many people into the situation as possible?!” 
 
    “That is not it at all,” Arya says. “I didn’t know what else to do though. You won’t listen to me, you shut me out when it comes to your work.” 
 
    “And so you go behind my back to try and fix things that aren’t broken?!” I yell at her. “I told you I could handle it. I told you I would come to you if I needed you. I told you to let me handle my uncle and to stay out of it.” 
 
    “You would never tell me if things became too much for you because they already were!” Arya yells at me. 
 
    "You frustrate me to no end, Arya," I say, still angry at her. 
 
    “Would you prefer an obedient girlfriend that just did whatever you said?!” she yells at me. “A girlfriend who just sat back and didn’t care?!”  
 
    "Sometimes, yes," I say to her. But then I look into those big beautiful green eyes and see the kind, loving girl that cares so much about me that she would go to the end of the world and back if necessary for me. Why am I angry at the girl that has given me my life back? "But unfortunately, I am in love with you." 
 
    Arya 
 
    “What did you just say?” I ask James. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    "You just said you love me," I say and smile at him. 
 
    He smiles back. “I guess I did. I hope the feeling is mutual.” 
 
    "Very much so," I say and wrap my arms around his neck. "I think I have loved you since the beginning." 
 
    He kisses me then, wrapping his arms around me to pull me close. I pull him closer to me so there is no space between us. He grabs me underneath my thighs and carries me to the dining room table and places me on top, never breaking the kiss. I keep my legs wrapped around James, my hands touching his face, his neck, his arms, anywhere I can reach, while his hands touch my torso, my hips, my back. James’ kiss becomes more intense. I wrap my left arm around his neck, pulling him down to me, I lean back, using my right hand to support me on the table, but then, I hear glass shatter. 
 
    We both pull away from each other at the noise and look towards the kitchen door to see where the noise came from. "I'm so sorry, James!" Grace calls out, with one hand outstretched that was holding a glass that is now shattered all over the kitchen floor. She puts her hands over her eyes. "I didn't see anything!" 
 
    I let my legs fall from around James and we both laugh to ourselves. "It's alright, Grace," James says, going to a cupboard to retrieve a dustpan and brush and starts cleaning up the glass. "Just don't move." I get off the table and come up behind James. 
 
    "You don't have to cover your eyes," I say. She slowly takes her hands away, peeking through them first, and then putting them to her sides. 
 
    "I was just thirsty, James," Grace says. 
 
    "I'll grab you a new glass," I say, getting her a glass from the cupboard and filling it with water from the Brita filter. "Here you go, lovely," I say when I pass her the glass overtop of James. 
 
    "Thank you," Grace says and starts drinking from it. 
 
    "I think that's all of it," James says, standing up and throwing the glass in the garbage and putting away the dustpan and brush. "Now," James says, looking down on his little sister. "I think it's time to go back to bed. Don't you?" He comes up to her and picks her up easily and carefully, so she doesn't drop her glass again. 
 
    "I'll be back," James says to me and then leaves to go up the stairs with his tiny sister in tow. Seeing him with his youngest sister just makes me swoon for him even harder. How is he even more attractive now? 
 
    “Night, Arya!” Grace calls. 
 
    “Night, Grace!” 
 
    “Does mom know Arya’s here?” I hear Grace ask her brother. 
 
    "Let's keep that a secret," James says. "You, me, and Arya." 
 
    James 
 
    “Do you love Arya?” Grace asks as I step into her room and put her down. 
 
    “Yes.” I smile. “Very much so.” 
 
    “Does she love you?” Grace asks, climbing into her bed. 
 
    “Apparently so,” I say, tucking her in. 
 
    “You’re not going break up with her, are you?” Grace asks from under the covers. 
 
    "Of course not," I say surprised, kneeling to her level. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “I heard you guys yelling at each other,” Grace says. “I was sitting on the stairs.” 
 
    “Were you really coming down for a glass of water, Grace?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes!” Grace says, slapping the covers. “I just stopped on the stairs when I heard you two arguing. And then you both went quiet. I was worried that you were going to break up again and that I wouldn’t see her anymore. I like her a lot, James.” 
 
    “Grace,” I say coming up close to her. “People fight, even people that love each other fight. Arya and I both want the best for each other and sometimes we argue about it. But we both have our hearts in the right place which is the most important thing.” 
 
    “You did break up once though,” Grace says. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, “it was a misunderstanding. I only want to be with her, Grace. I love her and I don’t plan on ever breaking up with her again.” 
 
    "Good," Grace says. "You seemed so sad when you guys were apart." Little kids pick up on everything. 
 
    “I was,” I say. “But I think it’s time to go to bed now.” 
 
    “Are you going to kiss her again?” Grace asks. 
 
    Can’t lie to kids. “Yes,” I say. “And then she’s going to go home to her house.” 
 
    “She can’t stay over?” 
 
    “I don’t think Mom would like that,” I say. 
 
    “But you’ve stayed over at her house?” I’m not even going to ask how she knows that. 
 
    “And her dad didn’t like that,” I say. 
 
    “But he seems so nice, and you guys get along,” Grace says. “Why wouldn’t he want you to stay over?” 
 
    “Because he’s a good father that wants to protect his daughters above all else,” I say. 
 
    “She’s lucky to have a dad like that,” Grace says. 
 
    "She is," I say, and I know where this conversation is going to go. "But I think it's time to go to sleep now, you have school in the morning." 
 
    “Do you miss him?” 
 
    “Every day,” I say. 
 
    “I miss him too.” 
 
    “But you still got me, Mom and Rachel,” I say. “We are still a family.” 
 
    “I know,” she yawns and turns over in the bed. “Night, James.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    I get up and close the door as softly as I can as I leave Grace’s room. 
 
    "Did she interrupt your make-out session with Arya?" I hear behind me and turn to see Rachel standing there in the hallway, arms crossed, and a smile on her face. 
 
    "No," I say, and then she raises an eyebrow at me. "Maybe. Why are you even up?" 
 
    “You’re only three years older, James,” Rachel says. “Stop treating me like a kid.” 
 
    “You are a kid,” I say. 
 
    “Then maybe I’ll come downstairs in a bit to see what’s going on,” Rachel says. 
 
    “If you come downstairs, I swear, I’m never giving you a ride ever again,” I say.  
 
    She laughs. “Trust me, walking in on you is the last thing I want to see. Just remember Mom gets home at midnight and that these bedroom walls are thin.” She taps the wall with her fingers. 
 
    “Funny,” I say. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have the least patient person I know waiting downstairs.” I turn to go down the stairs. 
 
    “What do you like the best about her?” Rachel asks after me and I turn around to face her. Why is this the time both my sisters are asking questions that can be answered tomorrow? 
 
    “She’s kind, she loves joking around with me and she has a fiery passion for things that are important to her,” I say. 
 
    “You can be honest, James,” Rachel says. “I won’t judge.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    "She's hot," Rachel says. "That's why you like her. Her hair and makeup are always perfect, she has expensive clothes that look great on her. That's why you like her. That's why all the guys like her." Is Rachel jealous or does she see that being as pretty as Arya is the only way to get a guy? It probably doesn't help that her older brother is fitting that idea. But that's not why I'm with Arya, it's so much more than that. 
 
    “Arya is beautiful,” I say, “but it’s not like that. I like her for who she is, not what she looks like.” 
 
    “Guys always say that they are attracted to what’s on the ‘inside’,” Rachel says. “They say they are looking for a girl who eats a lot, is funny, is kind. That they don’t care about what she looks like as long as she’s a good person, but then they turn around and date some super hot chick. It’s what you’re doing.” 
 
    “You don’t think Arya is a good person?” 
 
    “No!” Rachel says quickly. “She is. I just don’t think you would date her if she didn’t look like that. That’s why you asked her out, isn’t it? A hot, rich West Side chick at East Side. Haven’t dated in two years, but you date her. You couldn’t resist, could you?” 
 
    “Actually, that’s the exact reason I didn’t ask her out for so long,” I say. “But something has happened, some guy has done something to hurt you, hasn’t he? You didn’t feel this way about Arya before.” 
 
    “James, I love Arya,” Rachel says. “I think she’s great and I love talking to her. She’s like the older sister I wish I had. But you have made it obvious that even good guys like you choose the hot girl first.” 
 
    “Who hurt you?” 
 
    “No one,” Rachel says. “It’s just fact.” 
 
    "You know, my friends thought that I was insane for asking out Arya," I say. "They thought she was crazy and that she was a stuck-up rich kid. But she's not. I saw her as someone passionate that was just born in a world different from mine. She has never held being rich over my head and she has never acted like it either. If I didn't know she came from a rich family, I wouldn't have guessed it. Not by her personality at least. I love her for who she is. Yes, there is physical attraction, but someone's personality can make them physically attractive. Do you think I'd like Arya if she wasn't a good person? I'm not going to lie and say she's not beautiful, but it's her personality I'm attracted to. Her personality is what makes her beautiful." 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” Rachel says. “I know you are not shallow like that. It just feels like guys only go for the super pretty girls. They don’t notice anyone else. I hear the way they talk, I know how guys talk about girls.” 
 
    "Honestly, Rachel," I say, "guys are fuckin' idiots. Including myself." Before my dad died, I was the guy that was just dating hot girls, making out with them, and then ending it. I was never disrespectful to them, but I won't lie about not enjoying joking around with the guys about which girl to go after next. I had to grow up when my dad died and that part of me was left behind. "Best advice? Just stick to excelling at school and sports and be a good person. Don't get hung up on stupid teenage boys. They're not worth your time." 
 
    “How would you feel if Arya’s dad said that to her?” 
 
    “I’d be surprised if he hasn’t already,” I say. “There was a good period of time where Dr. Secord hated me. I’m just glad he’s not our dentist.” I’d be so screwed if he was. 
 
    “Awww, you?” Rachel mocks. “How could anyone hate you?” 
 
    “Never doubt the rage of a father when it comes to his daughters,” I say. We laugh. 
 
    "Thanks, James. For being an okay older brother," Rachel says and turns around. "I'm going to bed now." 
 
    “Ah, finally,” I say jokingly to her. 
 
    "You know," she turns back to me, "I'm feeling a little thirsty right now." 
 
    “Get in there.” I push her towards her bedroom door. 
 
    “Remember,” Rachel says, “thin walls.” She taps the wall before she goes into her bedroom. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 – How to Touch a Girl 
 
    “Do you know how to touch a girl? / If you want me so much / First I have to know / Are you thoughtful and kind? / Do you care what's on my mind? / Or am I just for show? / You'll go far in this world / If you know how to touch a girl” – How to Touch a Girl, JoJo 
 
    Arya 
 
    James is taking a while. I can hear him talking to his sister. I already took his notebooks out of his bag and left messages in the corners for him to read when he opens them. I'm sure he'll appreciate it. Or be annoyed by it, one of the two. I walk around the kitchen. I stumble across a picture in a frame and pick it up. It's James with his whole family, including his father. It must have been taken not long before he passed away. James looks just like him. Same smile. Same eyes. A photo that was taken back when everything was perfect. When the family was whole. I put the picture down just before James comes back into the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. Now, where were we?” James says as he comes up to me. He immediately wraps his arms around me, pinning me against the counters. His hands just go under my shirt, so he is touching skin. 
 
    I put my hands on his shoulders. "I think you were about to give me one of those chocolate chip cookies behind you." 
 
    “Oh, I was, was I?” James smiles. I nod and he brings his face close to me like he is about to kiss me. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”  
 
    I bite his bottom lip and pull away slightly. “Everything I want is right in front of me.” And then he kisses me deeply, putting a hand to my neck and I move my hands to his chest. His hand moves up to my hair and I grab his shirt to pull him closer. But when he starts to weave his fingers in my hair, pulling it gently, I tense up and get scared. “Stop!” I pull back and push him away. My body did it before my brain could tell me not to.  
 
    “Arya?” James says surprised. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. Just a flashback. A flashback of the last guy that intertwined his fingers in my hair. ‘You have five seconds before I smash your fuckin’ head against this wall.’ I don’t want to worry James. I don’t want him to think he has to be careful with me.  
 
    “Just tell me, Arya,” James says, and he grabs my hand. “I think we’ve established it’s better not to have secrets between us.” 
 
    I look him in the eyes, knowing that he just wants to understand. “James,” I start and think how I’m going to explain this to him. “That day, in the bathroom, when Eric was trying to…” I take a breath, “when he was trying to force me, he grabbed my hair at the back of my neck and was pulling it, so when you grabbed my hair…” 
 
    “Stop,” James says. “It’s okay, you don’t have to explain.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to think you have to second guess yourself around me. I don’t want to feel this way. I know you would never hurt me.” 
 
    “Arya,” James says. “You went through something traumatic. Of course you would have a trigger from that day.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to!” I say to him. “You aren’t him so why should I feel this way when you touch me!” 
 
    “Arya,” James says. “It’s okay. It’s okay to feel this way. It’s not about me. It’s about something that happened to you, very recently too. I just won’t grab your hair at the back of your neck anymore.” He makes it sound so easy.  
 
    He’s trying to make me feel better, but I’m still upset. I’m upset that a boy has done this to me. That he has this effect on me. 
 
    James grabs the ends of my hair. “I still like playing with your hair,” James says. 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” I say. “I didn’t want to bring up that day ever again.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” James says. “Just know that you are not the only one to feel this way and that just because you feel this way now, it doesn’t mean you will feel this way forever.” 
 
    I grab onto his shirt and I can feel tears coming into my eyes, but I don’t want to shed them. He wraps his arms around me, holding me close to him. I start to cry into his chest. It’s not fair. I can’t believe that I pushed the guy I love away from me. He did nothing wrong.  
 
    He kisses the top of my head. “I still love you, Arya,” James says. “No matter what is happening, you can always come to me, whatever the problem is, we can work it out. Even when it seems like too much. Someone hurt you and I will spend the rest of my life making sure you never get hurt again. No one deserves that.” 
 
    “I love you,” I say into his chest, feeling the tears on my cheeks that are now on his shirt. 
 
     “I love you too,” James says, and he just holds me. 
 
    James 
 
    I had to hold back the anger I felt. I had to hold back my true emotions so that I could be there for her when she needed me the most. When she needed reassurance. It kills me that some low life has made her feel this way. That I put a loving hand on her, and she recoiled in fear. She pushed me away.  
 
    Beating him up won't make a difference. I just have to be there for her and make her feel loved and safe. I can't change everyone, this will keep happening, unfortunately, but I can try. As a guy, I can try to get rid of this culture of getting lucky with a girl is how you are a real man. It's not. A real man knows how to respect women. He knows how valuable they are. And any man that is not respecting women, needs to be called out on his actions. If all the other guys turn against him, then he will have no one on his side, no one to joke around with, and he will be alone. Girls have faced too much suffering. It's time for guys to step up. 
 
    "James Bartholomew Fox!" I hear the front door open. She got off early from work. I can hear her walking through the house. "I saw Arya's bike out front. Just because I work nights doesn't mean you can…" And then she walks into the kitchen. "Oh dear," Mom says when she sees us and comes right up to Arya and puts a hand on her arm. "It's okay." And then I let go to let my mom hug her. She just cries even more in my mom's arms. Mom doesn't ask anything, she just lets Arya cry, holding her close as if she were her daughter. "Make her a hot drink," Mom says to me.  
 
    I do, while Mom brings her to the couch in the other room. By the time I put a steaming mug in front of her, she’s sitting up straight and drying the tears on her face with the tissues my mom put in front of her. They sit on the couch facing each other and I stay standing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Fox,” Arya says. “I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” Mom says. “Is there anything you want to talk about?” Arya shakes her head. “Do your parents know you’re here?” She shakes her head again. “Have your drink while I talk with James for a moment.” 
 
    Mom ushers me back into the kitchen. “What happened?” 
 
    “Something traumatic happened to her,” I say, “and then she got a flashback of it.” 
 
    Mom looks at me and I can tell she already has an idea of what happened. I think a lot of girls have had something like this happen to them. “Take care of her, James. Be gentle with her and remember it’s not about you. You have to take her home though.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave her,” I say. “How can I force her to go back home when I’m the one that triggered it?” 
 
    “James,” Mom says. “It’s late and her parents don’t know she’s here. You need to take her home. Take the long way, it’ll be good for both of you. I’m going upstairs to shower, and she had better not be here when I come back down.” 
 
    “But Mom,” I start. 
 
    “Take the long way, James,” Mom says. “Now go.” 
 
    I eventually get Arya in the car. She was adamant about taking her bike, that she has lights and everything, but I eventually convinced her. We take the long way. We drive for a while in silence, just the music playing. 
 
    “I’m sorry James,” Arya says. “I didn’t expect that day to have such a lasting effect on me. I’m grateful for you. I’m grateful for someone that loves me like you do.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” I say. “Please, never apologize for showing your emotions in front of me. Your passion is one of the things I love most about you.” 
 
    “Thanks, James,” Arya says. “For being the guy I can count on no matter what.” 
 
    “Like I said before, whatever you need, Arya. Whatever you want, I’ll give it to you,” I say. 
 
    “And like I said before, just you, James,” Arya says. “I just want you.” We are on her street and before we reach her house she says, “Pull off here. I don’t want to explain coming out of your car to my parents.” I oblige, put the car into park and look at her. She kisses me, softly, putting a hand to my neck. “Just keep being you, James. That’s all I need.” She must have seen that I needed reassurance as well.  
 
    “One good thing is that my mom didn’t catch us making out,” I say, and it makes her smile. 
 
    “Better for her to see me as a blubbering idiot,” she jokes. 
 
    “Your tears turned her from angry mom to consoling mom so fast!” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind next time we’re in a sticky situation,” Arya says, her mood lifted. “I should go. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let me help you with your bike,” I say to her as I turn off the car and get out of the driver’s seat. I get her bike out of the trunk and give it to her. 
 
    “Thanks, James,” she says and then I kiss her. 
 
    “Night, Arya.” 
 
    “Good night, James.” 
 
    And then she leaves, walking up the sidewalk to her house. Just make her feel loved, make her feel safe. It’s what she needs. It’s what she deserves. 
 
    *** 
 
    "You got her back safely?" Mom asks when I come through the door. She's in her PJs and was waiting for me before she went to bed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good,” Mom says. “So tell me, what was Arya doing here so late on a school night?” 
 
    “We were just talking,” I say. Mom raises an eyebrow at me. “We were!” 
 
    "I'm your mother, James," Mom says. "I'm not an idiot. Do you think you can have your girlfriend over here at any time of the night while I'm gone? When her parents don't know she's here?" 
 
    “I didn’t invite her over,” I say. “She just came as a surprise. What was I supposed to do? Kick her out? Mom, you have always taught me to be a good host.” I smile, trying to get her to break. 
 
    “Your father was a smooth talker as well,” Mom says. “You are more like him than I would like sometimes.” 
 
    “I promise it won’t happen again,” I say. 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Mom says. “What kind of example are you showing to your sisters? Having a girl over here this late. I don’t want either of them thinking this is appropriate behaviour.” 
 
    “Mom,” I say. “Arya’s my girlfriend and she means the world to me. I think I have been setting a good example to them on how they should be treated by a guy. They see me respecting her and taking care of her all the time.” 
 
    “Just like your father,” Mom says softly, almost to herself. But then says, “Well I don’t want Rachel thinking it’s okay to sneak over to a guy’s house at night, especially since she’s going to high school next year. Your relationship with Arya is an important influence on her whether you realize it or not, James. Arya is like an older sister to her and I can guarantee she will do her best to be just like Arya when she’s at high school. So, if Arya is sneaking over to her boyfriend’s house, then…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mom,” I say. “Rachel will have no fun with boys on my watch.” 
 
    “Funny, James,” Mom says. “This isn’t the first time, is it? She has snuck over here before while I’m working?” 
 
    “No, she hasn’t. She didn’t even ‘sneak’ over this time,” I say. “She just stopped by. She didn’t know you weren’t here.” 
 
    “Her parents didn’t know she was here and neither did I,” Mom says, “so it’s considered sneaking over. Your sisters are just upstairs, James. What if one of them had walked in on you?” I have to bite my bottom lip to keep my face straight. 
 
    “I promise, I keep it PG around the house, Mom. The worse they can walk in on is me kissing her,” or making out with her. “PG-13 is for my bedroom, right?” I joke. 
 
    “James Bartholomew…” 
 
    “I’m joking!” 
 
    “This is funny to you?” Mom says.  
 
    “Just your face.” I smile. 
 
    Mom crosses her arms and gives me a look. “Just remember, if you get Arya pregnant, I promise you will rue the day you were born.” 
 
    "Oh, gosh, Mom," I say, looking at the ceiling and then back at her. "I know. I won't. Dad already gave me this talk when I went into high school. A part of me still thinks he would come after me, even from the grave." She laughs and I laugh with her. It feels good talking about my dad in a joking matter as if he's still a part of our lives. 
 
    “Who are you the most afraid of?” Mom smiles. 
 
    “Between my angry mother and ghost father?” I say and then think about it. “Dr. Secord.” She bursts out laughing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 – I Could Not Ask for More 
 
    “I could not ask for more than this time together  / I could not ask for more than this time with you  / Every prayer has been answered  / Every dream I have's come true  / And right here in this moment is right where I'm meant to be  / Here with you here with me  / These are the moments I thank God that I'm alive  / These are the moments I'll remember all my life  / I've got all I've waited for  / And I could not ask for more” – I Could Not Ask for More, Edwin McCain 
 
    Arya 
 
    “How’s the leg?” I ask Eleanor, who is sitting in a blue Adirondack chair. We are all out on the lake at Samson’s house. And by we, I mean my friend group plus James’ friend group. Yes, all eleven of us are out here, hanging out by the water. Two groups of friends come together. There are no divisions, everyone is talking to everyone and it’s better than I could have expected. Richard is talking with Teddy; Samson is talking with Diana and Lincoln; and Malcolm and James are in the water already with George. 
 
    "Don't worry about her," Sarah says coming up behind me. "She has every boy in our grade waiting on her hand and foot." 
 
    “Any cute ones?” I ask, raising my eyebrow. 
 
    “Some,” Eleanor says. “But I’m not about to pick favourites just yet.” And then she winks at me. 
 
    Before I can say anything more, I feel arms grab me from behind. I scream and before I know it, James has me over his shoulder. “I think it’s time for a swim,” James says. 
 
    "Don't you dare," I say. 
 
    “The water’s perfect,” James says. “You’ll love it!” And even if I can’t see it, I know he is smiling. He walks out onto the dock. “Ready?” he says as he holds me in his arms now, an arm under my knees and another under my shoulders. 
 
    "I will kill you," I say flatly. 
 
    And then he starts running on the dock, holding me still. I scream and then he jumps off and we land in the water together. The water is freezing. I break the surface and his head is already above the water. 
 
    “How was that?” he asks. 
 
    "I hate you," I say. 
 
    “Look out!” I hear a voice and see Teddy and Richard about to run off the dock. I swim out of the way as fast as I can underwater. 
 
    Eventually, everyone ends up jumping off the edge of the dock into the water. Well, except for Sarah that was pushed in by Lincoln, and then Lincoln who was immediately pushed in by Diana. And then of course Eleanor stays in her chair, seeming to enjoy the sun on her skin and unbothered by the rest of us. 
 
    “Is your friend Eleanor single?” Malcolm asks me. 
 
    “Seriously?” I ask him. 
 
    “Just a question,” Malcolm asks. “She’s always dating someone new. I can never keep up.” 
 
    "She only dates hockey players," I say. 
 
    "I bet I can change her mind," Malcolm says and I see him swim to the shore to get out of the water and head towards her. We'll see how this goes. 
 
    “What’s your bet?” James says, swimming up behind me. 
 
    “What?” I ask and he nods towards Malcolm walking over to talk to Eleanor. “She’ll make him wait on her, but there is no way she’s giving him a chance.” 
 
    “So cynical,” James says. 
 
    “She only dates hockey players,” I say. “Malcolm isn’t going to change that. Believe me. I’m just glad that you aren’t a hockey player or else she would probably hate me.” 
 
    “Oh really?” James asks, smiling at me. I turn my head to look at Malcolm talking with Eleanor. They’re laughing and smiling. “Still sure about your answer?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. 
 
    “Fine,” James says. “Five bucks says he gets a date with her by the end of the night.” 
 
    “Deal.” I hold my hand out above the water for James to shake it, but he grabs my hand and pulls me close to him, wrapping his other arm around me under the water. 
 
    "Deal," James says and then he kisses me. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Thank you for the drive home,” I say. 
 
    “Of course,” James says, and I just stare at him. “What?” 
 
    “I think you owe me something,” I say and smile at him. 
 
    "Ah fine," James says, reaching in his back pocket and pulls out his wallet. "Five dollars." He holds up the five-dollar bill. 
 
    “Thank you!” I say and grab it from him and put it in my pocket. “Told you she only dates hockey players.” 
 
    "I'll get you next time," James says. 
 
    "I'll believe it when I see it," I say and then look towards the front door of the house. "You can come inside, James, no one is home right now." 
 
    “Are you propositioning me?” James smiles. 
 
    “Maybe?” I smile. “Are you refusing?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    When James gets out of the driver’s seat, I run around the front of the car and jump on his back. 
 
    “Ugh!” James says as I wrap my arms around his neck, and he loops his arms under my thighs so he can give me a piggyback into the house. James crouches down so that I can use the key to open the house and then brings me inside. When we get into the kitchen, he gently drops me back to the ground. 
 
    "I could get used to that," I say. 
 
    “I’m sure you could.” James says. “Arya,” James says seriously, “I have something I want to give you.” And then he pulls out a small cardboard box from his pocket. 
 
    “James,” I say. “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    "Here," James says and hands me the box. 
 
    I look at it, wondering what it could be, there's nothing on the box to say where it came from. I slowly take off the lid to see the most beautiful watch inside. The face of the watch is large and looks old fashioned with an old map of the world in the background. I pull it out of the box and the leather strap looks brand new. The strap of the watch is four brown leather strips that have been woven together with an adjustable silver clasp to hold it together. 
 
    "It's beautiful, James," I say, mesmerized by the watch. 
 
    "The watch belonged to my great grandfather, my grandfather, and then my dad," James says. "It's been in the family for a while. I brought it to a jeweler to put a new strap on it so that you could wear it." 
 
    "This is too much, James," I say, starting to put it back in the box. 
 
    "No," James says, stopping me. 
 
    “It’s your father’s.” I say. “I can’t take this. I can’t take something that belonged to him.” 
 
    “Please, Arya,” James says. “If I could give you the world, I would, but I can’t. I can only give you all of me. I want you to have this watch. It’s a piece of me I want you to have. I know he would have wanted you to have it.” 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “Here.” James takes the watch in his hands and clasps it around my left wrist. “Perfect.” 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I say. “You know that right?” 
 
    “I know.” James shrugs.  
 
    "Such a bugger," I say, looking at the watch, feeling it with my fingers. 
 
    "Too bad you're stuck with me," James says and then grabs me and pulls me close to him. 
 
    "No place I'd rather be," I say. "But I have a reason for inviting you inside." 
 
    “And that is?” James asks, still holding me. I pull myself away from him and grab a large brown paper bag from the counter and put it in front of him on the island in the kitchen. “What’s this?” 
 
    “I just had to confirm if those pretzel buns were as good as you said,” I say, and then pull one out of the paper bag. “And it did not disappoint.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” James says. “How did you find it? How did you even get out there?” 
 
    “I have my ways.” I smile. 
 
    "You're the one who is amazing now," James says, looking in the bag that is filled with pretzel buns. 
 
    "I know," I say, and then James takes the pretzel bun out of my hand and takes a bite out of it. "Hey!" 
 
    James smiles at me and then we hear the front door open and Mia walks into the kitchen. “James!” Mia says excitedly. 
 
    “You are never this happy to see me,” I joke. 
 
    “Because I have to see you every day,” Mia says and then sticks her tongue out at me. 
 
    “Funny,” I say. 
 
    “Nice watch,” Mia comments with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say while touching the watch. “From a very thoughtful guy.” I kiss James on the cheek and then my phone rings. “It’s Mom and Dad,” I say, looking at the screen. “Better take this.” And then I walk out of the kitchen. 
 
    James 
 
    “Told you she’d love it,” Mia says. 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” I say. “I wanted it to be perfect for her.” 
 
    “I heard that your dad’s case is supposed to be settled next week,” Mia says. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. I’m trying not to think about it. 
 
    “I think it will be good for all of you,” Mia says. “To finally be able to close the door on that night.” 
 
    “I’ll never forgive him,” I say. “I can’t.” 
 
    “And you don’t have to,” Mia says. “But maybe you should consider…” 
 
    “Stop, Mia,” I say. 
 
    “Forgiveness doesn’t mean what he did was right,” Mia says. “It means that your recovery is more important than harbouring anger towards someone.” 
 
    “Well can you forgive Henri?” I ask but immediately regret it. “No, Mia, I’m sorry…” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Mia says. “Henri raped me. He took advantage of me. He caused a trauma that I can never fully heal from. He did a terrible thing, and I don’t owe him anything. I don’t want to forgive him. I don’t want to give that to him. I never will. But the guy that took your father’s life ran a stop light. He made a mistake. A split-second mistake that he has to live with forever. If you don’t want to give him forgiveness, then that’s your choice. But think about if you were in his shoes. A mistake like that or something similar could happen to a lot of people. It shouldn’t be the defining moment of their life.” 
 
    I stare at Mia. She won’t forgive her rapist. Raping someone isn’t a mistake. Someone made a choice. Driving through a red light is a mistake. The other driver wasn’t texting or drinking. He made a mistake. He didn’t mean the destruction he caused. 
 
    “James?” Arya says, putting an arm on me when she walks back into the kitchen. “Everything okay?” 
 
    I look at her and then at Mia and then back at Arya. “Can you forgive someone that is responsible for taking away someone you loved?” 
 
    “Oh, James.” Arya puts her hands to my neck, and I grab her waist. I don’t see it, but I hear Mia leave the kitchen. 
 
    “He took him away, Arya,” I say, and I feel myself holding back tears. 
 
    “I know, James,” Arya says. 
 
    “How can I forgive him?” I ask. “How can I forgive the person that took away the most important person in my life?” 
 
    “James,” Arya says. “You don’t have to forgive him. But just think for a moment about what your dad would want. Would he want you to still be angry about this? Do you think he wants this for you?” 
 
    “Arya.” 
 
    “Do you think that if you forgive him that it means you love your dad any less? That you have somehow let him down?” Arya says. “Because it doesn’t, James.”  
 
    I stare at her. “No, I know,” I say quietly. Arya puts her hands to my cheeks and rubs away the tears that had just stared to form and I pull her in closer to me. 
 
    “I think it’s time to close the door on that night, James,” Arya says. 
 
    *** 
 
    “He took a year off work,” the lawyer says as the man responsible for the worst tragedy in my life walks into the courthouse. “Couldn’t deal with the fact that he had killed someone.” I have to do this. “James!” I ignore the voices behind me as I walk towards the man I have spent the past two years hating.  
 
    When I stand in front of him, I don’t know what to say. He’s not how I pictured him. He’s young. Probably in his late twenties. He looks like a man that has put too much stress on himself. He’s nervous. Unsettled. And then he looks at me and we just stare at each other for a moment. “You’re his son,” he says, and I nod. He looks away for a moment as if to compose himself and then back at me. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I never meant for it to happen like this. I haven’t forgiven myself for it. It’s the worst mistake I’ve ever made. I don’t think I’ll ever come to terms with it.” He’s rambling. “I’ll never forgive myself.”  
 
    “But I do,” I say, the words coming out faster than I could think them. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I forgive you,” I say. I had planned what I was going to say to him when I first met him, but now all those words are out the window. “I know you never meant for this to happen. I want to let go of that night. My dad wouldn’t want people to suffer. Not on his account. So, I’m choosing to forgive. It’s what my dad would have wanted.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he says again, and I see the tears forming in his eyes. He’s truly sorry and he didn’t expect forgiveness from a 16-year-old teenager today. 
 
    “I know,” I say.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Arya?” I call as I get out of the car. She’s sitting on my doorstep. She gets up and comes up to me as a I close the car door. “Shouldn’t you be at school?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t let me come,” Arya says. “But I know it’s been a big day for you, and I wanted to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “The case is settled,” I say. “Enough money that I don’t have to worry about my mom or sisters, even when I’m gone.” 
 
    “And how are you feeling?” Arya asks. 
 
    “I met him,” I say. “And then I forgave him.” 
 
    Arya nods. “That must have been difficult.” 
 
    “It was easier than I thought,” I say. “That night messed him up. He needed my forgiveness as much as I needed to give it.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you, James,” Arya says. “Forgiving him is no small thing.” 
 
    I grab her neck just at her jawline. “Thank you for never giving up on me.” 
 
    She smiles. “Never letting you get away again. You can’t escape me even if you try.” And then she kisses me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 – The Best 
 
    “You're simply the best / Better than all the rest / Better than anyone” – The Best, Tina Turner 
 
    Four Months Later 
 
    Arya 
 
    "Hush, hush," Diana says to Teddy and me. We are sitting in the first assembly of the new school year. Our Grade 12 year. I look and see James sitting next to Malcolm a couple of rows ahead of me. It was the best summer you could have asked for. James and I spent as much together as we could. We spent time with each of our families, all of our friends, and I was sad when it was over. But now it's time for a new school year, our last year. And I have the best friends and boyfriend you could ask for going into it. I had a good feeling about this year.  
 
    Mia is doing great. She loves the life she has created at East Side, the friends she has made. It wasn’t easy. Life never is, but she is strong, and with the right help she is in a much better place. Some scars will never heal, but if you see scars as strength, rather than weakness, you can accomplish more than what you can ever imagine. There are a lot of people that have been through terrible things. We can’t let the trauma be the end of our story, just a chapter in it. I took Ms. Sinistra, the principal, up on her offer from when I was sent to her office. 
 
    *** 
 
    Four Months Earlier 
 
    “Arya,” Ms. Sinistra says as I walk into her office. “What can I help you with?” 
 
    "I want to ask for help with the situation I'm in," I say. 
 
    “Of course,” Ms. Sinistra says, pointing to the chairs for me to sit. 
 
    I wave at the door and Mia comes in behind me and we both sit down. 
 
    “What do you need?” Ms. Sinistra asks kindly. 
 
    I look at Mia, waiting for her to speak. “I think I need help,” Mia says. 
 
    “What kind of help?” Ms. Sinistra asks. 
 
    "Someone to talk to," Mia says. 
 
    “Of course, Mia,” Ms. Sinistra says. “It’d be a pleasure.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sometimes all we need is someone to talk to, someone who is outside of the situation completely. Mia was lucky to find a therapist she got along with so well. She’s better now. Not the same as she was before Henri, but she never will be because she’s no longer that person. 
 
    "They're announcing our grade now!" Diana whispers to me. This assembly also announces the top three top students from last year. Diana is anxiously waiting to hear the names called. She and Lincoln never tell each other their final grades, wanting to keep it a surprise for the assembly to see who the top student will be. "This is where I beat Lincoln to the ground," Diana whispers. "I can't wait to see his face when I win." I am curious as well, so I listen as the principal calls out the names, starting with third place. 
 
    "And for Grade 11," Ms. Sinistra says into the microphone, "with the third-highest average…" Ms. Sinistra looks down. "Malcolm X." 
 
    "What?!" everyone says around me, including me. Diana is the most outraged. 
 
    “How?!” Diana says. 
 
    Malcolm stands up while his three friends stand up and cheer the loudest, accepting his plaque on stage and giving the principal a handshake. 
 
    “He’s smart?” Diana says confused. “Since when?” 
 
    "Hush," I say to her. 
 
    "With the second-highest average…" Ms. Sinistra says, "there are two recipients. Lisa Bathory and Lincoln Abraham." 
 
    “Ha!” Diana says beside me. “Only one spot left.” 
 
    “And finally, with the highest average…” Ms. Sinistra says, “Diana Warrior.” 
 
    Diana screams so loud next to me that I'll have to check she didn't damage my eardrum. 
 
    When we get out of the assembly, I see Malcolm and James. "Congrats!" I say to Malcolm. "Definitely didn't expect to see you up on that stage." 
 
    "Malcolm keeps his grades to himself," James says. "He might even steal Diana's spot if he applied himself and did all his homework." 
 
    “Unnecessary,” Malcolm says. “It takes up too much of my time.”  
 
    “I’m still impressed,” I say. “I guess you were always fourth place the past years, so no one knew about that big brain in there.” 
 
    “I told you I was smarter than all my friends combined.” Malcolm winks at me. 
 
    "Funny," James says. 
 
    "At least I've never electrocuted myself," Malcolm says to James. 
 
    “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be right now?” James says, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Malcolm looks between the two of us. “Don’t worry,” he says, “I can take a hint.” And then Malcolm walks away. 
 
    "I didn't see that coming," I tell James. 
 
    "He's one of those people you hate because he gets 100% on all his tests without even trying," James says. 
 
    “I guess I know who to ask to be my lab partner in physics then,” I say, looking over James’ shoulder. 
 
    “Hey!” James says. “I thought we were supposed to be partners.” 
 
    "Surprised you don't choose him over me," I say. 
 
    "I would never choose anyone over you," James says. I raise an eyebrow at him. "Okay, maybe my mom on occasion, but that hasn't happened in a long time." 
 
    “I’m only joking, James,” I say. “It’s not a competition.” 
 
    And just then, Lisa walks by in deep conversation with a guy I have never seen before. She doesn’t even acknowledge us. 
 
    “Who’s that?” I ask James and he turns his head to follow them. 
 
    "Alan Turing," James says, looking back at me. "He's a 12X. He's a good guy. Very much a science geek. I guess that's something they have in common." 
 
    “Did you ever talk to her?” I ask James, realizing he never told me if he did or not. Lisa stopped bothering both of us, so I never thought to bring it up again. 
 
    “I tried,” James says. “But she seemed already consumed by Alan and it looks like they are still together.” 
 
    I look over and see Alan and Lisa together. She seems happy for once and he's looking at her like she is the most beautiful girl he has ever seen. "I'm glad she found someone," I say and then Lisa looks over in my direction. She smiles and then winks at me before she turns away with Alan.  
 
    “Is that Rachel?” James says over my shoulder. I turn to look and see James’ little sister talking to some boy. “You’ve got to be kidding me. It’s only the first day.” 
 
    “Settle down, James,” I say, putting a hand to his forearm. “There’s no need to go all crazy older brother on him already.” 
 
    "Too late," James says and starts walking over to them. I laugh. Poor Rachel. I guess I will have to help her out if she wants any type of relationship while her older brother is at this school. James will have to accept that his sister will date and that freaking out on some guy is not a good option. I'm proof of that. Hopefully, she can realize that his protective nature comes from a loving place and how lucky she is to have a brother like James in her life.  
 
    Because I know I am beyond lucky to have James in my life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue – Remind Me to Forget 
 
    “Baby, it hit so hard, I'm holding on to my chest / Maybe you left your mark, reminding me to forget / It doesn't matter where you are, you can keep my regret / 'Cause baby, I got these scars, reminding me to forget” – Remind me to Forget, Kygo 
 
    One Year and Four Months Later 
 
    Arya 
 
    "I like this dress, Arya," James says as we put our winter coats on to step out on the porch. I look down at the green dress that is my favourite. The dark memory that this dress holds doesn't haunt me anymore because the person that caused them was held responsible for his actions. While not charged, he was driven out by a whole town turning against him. "Looks expensive." 
 
    “It is,” I say. We step out onto the porch to say goodbye. 
 
    "It was nice of your family to have me over for dinner tonight," James says to me on the porch. It's snowing outside, perfect weather for the Christmas season. James and I just got back from our university exams to spend the Christmas holidays at home. We both are at the University of British Columbia (UBC). James is doing a degree in Mechanical Engineering, while I am doing a degree in Biomedical Engineering. It was a busy first semester, with lots of work and a lot of soccer, but we still have remained together through it all. School will get easier as the terms go, they say. Hopefully that's true. James was a bit nervous about being so far away from his family, but UBC was always where he wanted to go and it's where both of us got a soccer scholarship. It only made sense for both of us to go there. All our friends are slowly coming back into town as well. It'll be great to see everyone and how they have been since we parted at the end of summer. 
 
    Diana went to MIT to do a combined Chemistry and Biology degree; Lincoln went to the University of Amsterdam for Archeology; Teddy went to Dalhousie University for Marine Biology; Eleanor went off to travel the world with just a backpack and her passport; George went to Algonquin College to become an Aircraft Mechanic; Sarah went to Queen's University for Fine Arts; Samson went to McGill for a Bachelor of Science; Richard is working at his dad's restaurant to save up some more money before he decides what to do; and Malcolm went to Loyalist College to become a Survey Technician. Malcolm could go to any school he wanted and do whatever career he wanted, but he chose to do a hands-on job that is out in the field.  
 
    Oh, and if you’d like to know, Lisa went to the California Institute of Learning to do a Chemistry Major. Even though I don’t know for sure, I am certain that Alan followed her out there. The pretty popular girl and the science geek make a good combination, especially since she’s a science geek as well. Lexi is in the States as well on a hockey scholarship at Boston University. We don’t talk much anymore, which is not surprising, but I know we are both happy for each other.  
 
    "You know that you are always welcome here," I say to James. 
 
    "My mom wants you to come over tomorrow night," James says. 
 
    “Happily.” I smile and kiss his lips. 
 
    "I think she's more excited to see you than me," James says. 
 
    "Can't blame her," I say and then wink at him. 
 
    “Hilarious.” 
 
    “How’s your uncle’s company?” I ask. “You never told me how it’s been since they lost their star employee.” 
 
    James smiles. "Really well actually. There are expanding and doing more projects." Thankfully the type of construction James' uncle does is not in competition with Henri's dad who does large-scale city projects. 
 
    “That’s great!” I say sincerely, but I see that James is distracted.  
 
    He looks beyond me to the driveway. “Expecting someone?” 
 
    I turn to see a car come into the driveway. I don't recognize the car. Who could it be? But when the tall figure emerges from the driver's seat, I know exactly who it is. Henri walks up the pathway to the door. I'm shocked to see him. I haven't seen or heard from him since the day he was last here in front of our house. That would be over a year and a half ago. He hasn't changed much in that time. His hair is short now. He doesn't have that arrogant look anymore and he seems to walk taller if that's possible. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” James asks sternly. 
 
    Henri stops right in front of us. “James, Arya,” Henri says. “I’m visiting my father for the Christmas holidays this year.” 
 
    "That doesn't explain why you are here though," James says sternly. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t be doing this,” Henri says and looks at me. “But I just wanted to talk to Mia one last time.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?!” James yells at him, but Henri doesn’t take his eyes off me. 
 
    "Please, Arya," Henri says. 
 
    "What could you possibly want to say to her?" James says. "Don't you think you've done enough damage. That girl has healed on her own without you, don't you think you're just going to bring up unwanted memories and emotions?" 
 
    "Arya," Henri says. "I've changed a lot since you last saw me. After my year at boarding school, I joined the military. I did Basic Training over the summer and now I'm at the Royal Military College studying to become an engineer. I'm not that guy you knew in high school. I'm different. I…" Henri hesitates. "I just want to speak to your sister one last time. Please." 
 
    "No," James says immediately. "She doesn't want to talk to you. No one cares if you are in the military now. That doesn't change who you are or what you did." 
 
    "James," I say, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Arya, please.” Henri looks at me. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” James yells at Henri, coming up right to him. Henri has a good head over James, but it doesn’t seem to matter. “Stop bothering my girlfriend and her sister. Now get out of here.” James and Henri just stare at each other for what seems like forever. “Don’t make me tell you again,” James says sternly. I guess Henri must have seen an angry fire in James’ eyes because he concedes and starts walking back to his car, leaving in silence. 
 
    James comes back up to me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “What did he want to say?” I ask. 
 
    “What does it matter?” James says. “There’s nothing he can say. There are no words.” 
 
    "But it's Mia's choice if she wants to listen to him and you just took that choice away," I say. 
 
    “Mia doesn’t want to listen to him,” James says. “Just mentioning that he was here would probably upset her.” 
 
    "She could handle it if she wanted to," I say. 
 
    "His voice is a trigger for her, Arya," James says. "The last thing she needs is him coming in here and bringing back all the memories of the trauma he caused. She’s never going to forgive him." 
 
    "It should still be her choice if she wants to talk to him," I say. 
 
    “Arya,” James grabs onto my arms, “please, please don’t mention this to Mia. She’s been doing great, why should she have to relive that part of her past?” 
 
    “But, James,” I begin. 
 
    "Promise me, Arya," James says, looking me in the eyes. "Please." 
 
    I nod. “Okay.” But I don’t feel good about it. 
 
    *** 
 
    "One chai tea latte, please," I say to the girl at the counter of my favourite coffee shop in town. When she hands the to-go cup to me, I turn to leave but then bump into someone. "I'm so sorry," I say. 
 
    The person I have run into is a guy who looks my age with short brown hair and is the same height as me. “No worries,” he says. “It was my fault. My name is Damon.” 
 
    "Arya," I say. 
 
    "You look familiar," Damon says. I don't know how? I've never met this boy in my life. "I think my friend, Young, pointed you out the other day walking in the street." 
 
    “Young?”  
 
    “Oh,” Damon says. “I’m just used to calling him by his last name. I mean Henri.” 
 
    “You’re friends with Henri?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah,” Damon says. “He’s a great guy. Invited me to spend Christmas out here with him because I had nowhere to go.” 
 
    "How kind of him," I say, trying not to let the sarcasm show. 
 
    “Look,” Damon says, “Henri hasn’t given me all the details of his past, but I do know that he did something bad to your sister.” I stare at him. “I don’t know the type of guy he used to be, but he’s someone looked up to now with all the lads in the military.” 
 
    "That's nice," I say flatly. 
 
    “Arya,” Damon says. It feels weird that he is addressing me like a friend instead of a stranger he has just met. “Henri has shaped the lads up better than any commander could have. He calls them out on their lude comments about girls. The girls in Basic Training and at our school feel safer with him around. He defends girls when the guys get too drunk and want to feel them up, he takes care of girls if they have drunk too much themselves. He’s prevented bad things from happening to other girls.” 
 
    “Is this a coincidence that we are meeting, or did Henri send you to follow me?” I ask. 
 
    "I may have seen you come in here before," Damon says, "but Henri didn't send me. And everything I told you is true. I think Henri was hoping to talk to your sister before he left, but he understands that some things just can't be undone." 
 
    "I think I should go," I say, starting towards the door. 
 
    "Just think about it," Damon says as I leave. 
 
    *** 
 
    I wait 30 minutes to muster up the courage to go downstairs and talk to Mia. If I tell her, I’m breaking my promise with James. But if I don’t, I’m depriving her of a choice. I’m curious to know what Henri has to say, wouldn’t she be? James says there are no words he could say, but how would he know? 
 
    I walk down the stairs slowly and when I turn into the living room to see Mia reading on the couch, I almost turn away and decide to abort the whole mission. 
 
    “Arya?” Mia says. I look at her carefully, she looks up from her book, a look of concern on her face. I can’t keep this from her, I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering if taking the choice away from her was right. It should be her choice. 
 
    "Mia," I say and come to sit next to her on the couch. "I have something to tell you." 
 
    "It sounds serious," Mia says, putting her book aside. 
 
    *** 
 
    The doorbell rings and I go to answer it. I told him that he could only come between 2 and 3pm because that was when my parents would be out. He stands there on the doorstep, looking everywhere but at me. 
 
    “Henri?” I say. 
 
    "Arya," Henri says, finally looking at me. "Thank you so much for this." 
 
    I step aside to let him in the house. “My sister is in the living room.” I walk behind him as he steps into the living room. Mia is on the edge of the couch, her face and body frozen like ice. 
 
    "Mia," Henri says. 
 
    "Henri," Mia says. He slowly sits on a chair to keep his distance from her. I stay by the doorway, refusing to leave my sister alone with him. 
 
    “Mia,” Henri says. “Thank you so much for agreeing to see me.” 
 
    "My sister said that you had something you wanted to tell me," Mia says. 
 
    "Yes," Henri says. "I wanted to tell you that I joined the military after graduating high school. I've changed from the guy you used to know. The guys in the military can be terrible with what they say to girls and how they act towards them. I try to stop it the best I can. When I stopped and opened my eyes, I saw how bad it is for girls. It's not fair. I want to prevent that kind of behaviour. I try to prevent what happened to you to happen to someone else. Mia, you changed me. Because of you, I am a better person. I am a person I am proud of. I'm doing good for people and the world. I would never be where I am if not for you. I needed you to know that." 
 
    “Is you becoming this great person worth what I had to go through?” Mia asks. 
 
    "No," Henri says slowly. "I just wanted you to know that you sharing your pain for everyone to see wasn't done in vain. It changed me. I'm so sorry for what I did to you. I will be sorry for the rest of my life. You are the biggest mistake I have ever made and there's nothing I can do to fix it." 
 
    “You’re right that you can’t fix it,” Mia says. “I am glad that you have changed. I’m happy for the person that you have become. There’s probably a lot of girls that appreciate all that you have done for them. A lot of girls probably love you now and feel safe around you, that you’ll always protect them.” Mia takes a deep breath. "But I can't be one of those girls." Mia looks away for a moment and then back at Henri. "I can't forgive the unforgivable." 
 
    "I know," Henri says, and now it is him that realizes that there are no words. There is nothing he can do or say. He rubs his hands on his thighs before he gets up from the chair. I see the hurt on his face. Henri will spend the rest of his life trying to make amends for the past he can't make right. It doesn't matter how many people he helps or what he does. He will forever be haunted by the girl that will never forgive him. Henri left a permanent scar on Mia. Now Mia has left an unfillable void in Henri. "Thank you, Arya," Henri says as he walks out of the house. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I come up to Mia and sit next to her. She’s barely moved a muscle since Henri stepped in. 
 
    "I can't forgive him, Arya," Mia says, and I see the tears she's holding back, and I wrap my arms around her. "It doesn't matter what he does or what he says. He can't unwrite the past. I can't see him in any other way." 
 
    “Was this a mistake?” I ask her. 
 
    "No," Mia says. "I just had to know what he wanted to say, even though I knew there were no words he could say to make things right." 
 
    "I'm proud of you, Mia," I say, and she pulls back from me so we can look at each other. 
 
    "I'm proud of me too," Mia says and then smiles. "Thank you, Arya. Thank you for always being there for me." 
 
    “Of course,” I say. “Now, I think Mom hid the Lindor chocolates in the basement. Care to join me on an adventure?” 
 
    "You do this every year," Mia says. 
 
    "It's an addiction," I say, and then I grab her hand so we can go to the basement. 
 
    James 
 
    "I've missed you," I say, standing in front of the tombstone I haven't seen in four months. I brushed off the snow when I came in so I could see the writing. "School's good. The first semester was really busy with soccer on top of schoolwork, but I managed. I wish you could come and see me play, I know you would be the loudest one there.” I just stare at the name on the tombstone for a while. The wind is picking up and it’s starting to snow again. “Arya and I are still together. She’s the one, Dad. I’ve known it for a long time. There’s no one else that can make me feel the way she does. There’s no one else that pushes me like she does to be a better person, and she does it without even trying. Is this how it felt with Mom?” Silence. No answer. Nothing but the sound of the wind blowing. “Mom made her shortbread yesterday that you always used to eat too much of. I remember her always yelling at you that it’s for the kids, but it never stopped you. I always think of you when she makes it.” 
 
    “James,” I hear a voice coming from beside me, I turn my head to the sound of the voice. 
 
    "Mom," I say as she approaches and stands next to me to look at the grave of her late husband. "I didn't expect to see you here." 
 
    "You're not the only one that still comes and visits here, James Bartholomew," Mom says, looking at the tombstone. 
 
    "I wanted to tell him about school," I say. "I haven't been here since before I left." 
 
    "Well, I was going to tell him that he has three children he should be very proud of," Mom says. 
 
    "Mom," I say, not looking at her. There's something I've always wanted to ask her, but I was scared, scared of bringing up unwanted emotions or memories. 
 
    “Yes, James?” 
 
    “What was the last thing Dad said to you?” I ask. I can tell she is looking at me, but I don’t turn my head from the tombstone. 
 
    "He told me I looked beautiful, said he loved me and told me not to wait up for him," Mom says. Mom looks at me to see my reaction. "What did he say to you?" I think back on it and I almost want to laugh, but I smile instead, which my mom sees. "What is it, James?" 
 
    "I tried to change the thermostat, but before I even touched it, he yelled at me, 'What do you think you are doing?!'". Mom and I laugh. "I told him I was cold, and he told me to put a sweater on." We are both silent. "I miss him all the time, Mom." 
 
    “So do I,” Mom says. “But I know he is still watching over us, making sure we are okay.” 
 
     “I’d kill to hear his voice again, his laugh,” I say. “Even if he was yelling at me.” 
 
    “James,” Mom says. “You have no idea what I would do to have him here again. He was my partner, my everything. I was supposed to grow old with him. I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with him. ‘Til death do us part came too soon, but I am grateful for the time I did have with him. I am grateful for the kids he gave me. I look forward to seeing him again, but for now, I am happy being here with you and your sisters.” 
 
    "I'm glad you're still here too, Mom," I say and wrap an arm around her shoulders as we both look at the grave. "One of the four most important women in my life." 
 
    "Remember to treat all four of them right," Mom says. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I say. “I learned from the best.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arya 
 
    “I love it,” Sarah says. “I finally feel like I can just be creative and express myself. No more math and science classes to drag me down.”  
 
    All of us are in Diana’s basement for a reunion now that all of us are back home for the holidays. Even the world travelers Lincoln and Eleanor are home. It’s great to see everyone again. We’ve already made new friends and adjusted to a new life, but I don’t think we’ll ever forget the town we grew up in and the memories and friends we have here. 
 
    "Glad to see that the dream couple is still together," Diana says, tipping her cup to James and me. 
 
    “I call being best man!” Malcolm says. 
 
    “No way!” Richard yells at Malcolm. 
 
    "I'm the reason they met," Malcolm says. 
 
    "Please don't remind me," James says. 
 
    "It's exactly why you shouldn't be the best man," Richard says to Malcolm. 
 
    “Guys,” James says. “Please don’t argue about this. There’s plenty of time for you to try and bribe me later.” Everyone laughs. 
 
    "Well, we already know who the maid of honour will be," Diana says standing up with a smile on her face. 
 
    "Don't do it, Arya," Teddy says. "Your wedding will become her wedding." Diana throws a pillow at Teddy. "Hey!" 
 
    “Why don’t we change the subject?” I say. 
 
    “How about a game?” George says. 
 
    “Never have I ever?” Eleanor suggests. 
 
    "No," Richard says flatly, and I laugh. Clearly, he doesn't want his best friends ganging up on him again. 
 
    “Drunk Jenga!” Malcolm calls out. 
 
    “I do have a Jenga set,” Diana says. “But you are not allowed to put sharpie on any of them.” 
 
    "Put tape on the Jenga pieces and then write on them," Lincoln suggests. 
 
    While they start concocting this drinking game that is sure to be interesting, James pulls me aside. 
 
    “What?” I ask him. 
 
    "Just had to tell you that you look beautiful today," James says. 
 
    I smile at him. “James,” I say. “I have to tell you something.” 
 
    "You told Mia about Henri," James says. 
 
    “Well, I…” I start. 
 
    “Arya.” 
 
    “How did you know?” I ask. 
 
    “You don’t listen to me,” James says. “You always choose to do the right thing even if it is exactly the opposite of what I say.” 
 
    "I'm so sorry, James," I say. 
 
    “No, you were right,” James says. “It was Mia’s choice. It wasn’t right for me to take that from her.” 
 
    "It didn't make a difference," I say. "You were right. There are no words. She can't forgive him the unforgivable and he's just going to have to live with that." 
 
    "Proud of both of you," James says. 
 
    “Thank you, James,” I say. “I honestly don’t know what I would do without you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you would do without me either.” James smiles. 
 
    “Ha-ha,” I say. “Almost two years later and you’re still a bugger.” 
 
    James touches the watch he gave me over a year and a half ago. I love it. I wear it all the time. “A bugger who gets you nice things.” 
 
    “Come on, love birds!” someone calls out to us. 
 
    "I love you, Arya," James says. 
 
    "I love you, too," I say and then I put a hand to his cheek and kiss him. He wraps his arms around me, holding me close. But then, I feel a pillow hit us and we break apart. James and I both look towards everyone. 
 
    Richard and Malcolm just point at each other. "You guys are impossible," James says. 
 
    “You love us anyway!” Richard calls out. 
 
    "Unfortunately, yes," James says and then whips the pillow back at them. 
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