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‘Epic Fail’ traces the fallout  
from sexual exploitation 
South Surrey author Cristy Watson 
doesn’t shy away from difficult topics in 
her young adult novellas. 
In three books for Orca Currents, 
Living Rough, Benched and On Cue 
(targeted at the 10-14 age group) and 
three for Lorimer’s Sidestreets series, 
including Cutter Boy and Dead To Me 
(targeted at the 14-18 age group), she 
has dealt with homelessness, vandalism, 
special-needs youth, self-harming and 

anger issues. 
With the latest, Epic Fail (Lorimer), she 
tackles possibly the most sensitive issue 
of all – the sexual exploitation of girls 
in the early high school grades by older 
students, and the devastating potential 
of online posts to prolong the anguish of 
victims. 
Watson – also coordinator of 
Semiahmoo Arts’ ongoing 0 to 360 series 
of literary readings – acknowledges that, 
as a subject for teen fiction, it tends to 
alarm adults more than the youth for 
whom the book is intended. 
As a teacher in the Langley School 
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Author Cristy Watson handles a difficult issue with sensitivity and imagination in Epic Fail.  Alex Browne photo 
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District who formerly worked with at-risk 
youth and currently teaches in the 
school-based Restorative Action program 
in conjunction with Fraser Region 
Community Justice Initiatives, Watson 
has a unique insight into tough youth 
issues, and the matter-of-fact terms in 
which young people discuss them. 
There’s nothing in her books, she said, 
that is likely to take her target audiences 
by surprise. 
“I remember walking into a classroom 
of Grade 5s and 6s and seeing Cutter 
Boy (concerning self-harming) on a 
student’s desk,” she said. “I think I said 
something like ‘you know that’s intended 
for an older age group?’ and the boy said 
‘Ms. Watson, we know about this.’” 
Watson’s sensitive, imaginative and 
compassionate writing – coupled with 
a successful determination to find an 
authentic voice for her characters – 
distinguishes Epic Fail and removes it 
from any sense of exploiting the issue. 
Told through the eyes of 16-year-old 
Jared, it examines the lingering effects of 
an unsupervised house party that took 
place two years earlier – and also the 
many facets of friendship. 
Jared knew that his brother Seth and 
friend Cam, both in Grade 12, were 
having a contest to see who could have 
sex with the most underage girls in their 
school. Now Jared is consumed with 
guilt about his ‘epic fail’ – that he didn’t 

prevent his friend Kenzie from attending 
the party. 
Just as Kenzie is beginning to come to 
terms with what happened, a picture of 
her taken that night surfaces online. 
While Watson’s story references the 
tragedies of Amanda Todd and Rehtaeh 
Parsons, it’s not a spoiler to say her tale 
is ultimately hopeful, tracing Jared’s 
stumbling attempts to reestablish his 
friendship with Kenzie and gain genuine 
insight into what she feels and needs. 
Interestingly, the book is a rework – at 
the urging of Watson’s editor at Lorimer 
– of an original draft that focused 
primarily on Kenzie and her disloyal 
‘friend’ Bree. Watson now believes that 
the decision to shift the focus to Jared 
has been key to making the story more 
relatable to a growing audience for 
her genre, including young males, who 
like him, want to express empathy and 
understand issues that all too many of 
their female peers are dealing with. 
“He wants to do the right thing,” 
she said, noting that books like hers, 
originally intended for reluctant readers, 
are also building a following among 
busy teens looking for short reads and 
English-language learners. 
“It’s better to have platforms like these 
to help start difficult conversations,” 
Watson said. “I’m glad schools are 
embracing them – it was a hard sell at 
first.”	  

	  


