

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

For the neurodivergent darlings,

your brain is lovely and so are you.
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A Note from the Author

This book deals with issues of bullying, slut shaming, sexual harassment, rape culture, and the aftermath of an off-page rape. I have done my best to depict these topics with care and sensitivity. If these are difficult subjects for you, please look after yourself and know that your mental and emotional well-being comes first.

I want to mention why I chose to name a rapist in the title of my book. I believe there is power in naming predators. It holds them accountable for what they did and ensures no one will ever forget it. So many people can’t name their Luis Ortegas in real life, so I wanted to give my main character the catharsis that comes with naming and shaming her abuser.

When I first started writing this book, I had no idea how many of my own scars would come to light. But scars are a beautiful sign of a healed wound. I found that by telling Ari’s story, I was healing myself. I hope this story provides healing for other readers out there as well.
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The driver looks at me like he knows exactly what I just did. I run my fingers through my cold, sweaty hair and smooth out my black dress for the millionth time since I walked out of that party. The cute wrap dress with slits revealing some of the skin on my ribcage gave me the confidence to break out of my shell, which I’m now wishing I never did. I’ve been waiting outside for a while now, numb to the music thumping from inside the house behind me. Numb to the chatter from the backyard and to the buzzing on my phone from Luis texting me to forget the ride and come back inside.

Waiting in the cold was better than spending one more second at that sensory hell of a party. Besides, it’s not like Phoenix gets freezing cold, even in February. I step in the car, and the driver sizes me up through the rearview mirror.

“Uh . . . Luis, is it?”

I break eye contact with the mirror and stare at the cup holder in the backseat filled with breath mints—he must really want a five-star rating. I’m definitely not Luis, but he doesn’t need to know that. Luis called a rideshare for me since he’s eighteen and I wanted to leave. I know I’m not technically allowed to be in this car without an adult, but I’ll take whatever trouble I might get in for taking this ride over being that close to Luis again. All I want to do is go home and sleep. No, I want to shower first. I smell like Luis, and for once, I’m not enjoying that smell.

The driver clears his throat. I force myself to make eye contact with his reflection in the mirror and nod.

Can the driver see your picture when you use the app? Aside from our similar medium-brown skin tones, I look nothing like Luis. I don’t have his pretty gray eyes, and my straight-haired bob looks nothing like his curly fade. Plus, he’s tall and fit while I’m five one and thick as hell with big ole scoliosis boobs. But I could be Luis, as far as this driver knows. Hopefully he can’t tell I’m only sixteen.

After another quick look down from the mirror, he finally chuckles and starts driving. Thank God.

“Okay, Luis. Where are we headed?”

I don’t answer. Isn’t the driver supposed to know where they’re going? Luis put my address in. Does he want to know if we’re going to my house? The thought of a random driver knowing where I live makes my skin crawl.

“So . . . how was your night?” the driver asks. I look out the window instead of answering and watch the party house disappear as we turn the corner. I hope I never have to see that house again.

If I could bring myself to answer his question, I’d say my night sucked. Like, really sucked. I’d say I had sex for the first time, and I hated every second of it. I made an enemy out of Shawni, too. Shawni, aka the nicest girl I’ve ever met. She lent me a pencil last month when I forgot to bring one to class, and she sometimes holds the door open for me. Okay, she holds it open for lots of people, but still. Now she probably wants to kill me. She told me to stay away from Luis and I didn’t, even though I knew she wasn’t over him after their breakup.

I’m a terrible person.

“Quiet type, huh?” the driver asks. He has no idea. If he keeps asking questions, this will be an awkward ride, because I literally don’t talk.

My mom says I won’t, but I just don’t. Not to anyone besides my parents and sometimes my journalism teacher, Mrs. Jones—but other times I can’t even talk to any of them. My parents don’t believe in psychiatrists or therapy or doctors or any of that “big pharma” crap, so Google diagnosed me. Autism with a heavy dose of selective mutism, I’m pretty sure.

I used to think of myself as the Little Mermaid, whose voice was stolen by a sea witch. My voice comes back when I feel completely safe, which is really only ever at home. It makes having a social life in high school pretty much impossible. Which is why this party was such a big deal. No one ever expected me to actually show up.

Luis is the only person who ever tries to talk to me. He says he doesn’t mind that I don’t talk back. He’s always been so nice to me.

I wish he hadn’t been.

It would make hating him right now a lot easier. But he’s always made me feel special somehow, ever since the first time he spoke to me. The first time anyone at school did.

I remember the day he first introduced himself to me at the beginning of the school year. I was sitting alone at lunch and he took the seat across from me.

“Ariana, right?” he’d said. “I’m Luis.” He’d said my name with a hard r, like my mom always insists on.

I blushed and nodded.

“You look lonely.” The dimple on his left cheek deepened. “Are you?”

I shook my head no and smiled. Not then, I wasn’t.

“You don’t have to say anything, Ariana. I just want to look at you.”

At the time, I thought it was sweet that he didn’t mind my silence. Now I feel like that’s the reason he liked me.

He didn’t even ask me if I wanted to have sex with him. Just kind of assumed. I mean, I did . . . I think. Maybe not, I don’t know. He should have asked. Is that a thing? Don’t people ask before having sex? It should be a thing if it’s not.

“Rough night?” the driver asks. I almost forgot he was there.

He probably wasn’t expecting me to burst into tears at the question. I don’t even know why I’m crying. I had a crush on Luis before he ever spoke to me. Everyone does. This is all I wanted, for someone to pay attention to me. And he did more than pay attention to me. So why do I hate myself right now?

“Woah, look, it’s going to be alright . . .” He gives me an awkward smile like someone is holding him at gunpoint to make him comfort me. I wipe my nose with my arm and cry into my hands as the car slows down.

We pull up to my apartment complex, and I’m out of the car the second it stops. I wave a quick goodbye and run to my building, not bothering to wipe the tears flooding from my eyes. I’m sure I would be making a scene if there were anyone around to see, but the apartment complex is dead right now. When I reach my building, I can’t bring myself to go up the stairs. I hope my parents are already asleep because I don’t want to face their questions. I don’t want to talk about any of this, ever.

Instead of going up, I sit on the steps in the cold and throw up between my knees on the cement.





Two
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When I finally gather the courage to go inside, the lights are already out. I can hear my mom snoring from her spot on the couch, where she’s been sleeping on and off for the last year or so, ever since my dad caught her cheating. The only one who greets me is my black cat, Boo, who mews and rubs herself on my calf.

“Shhh . . .” I whisper as I crouch down to pet her. If I don’t, she won’t stop meowing and it’ll wake up my mom. It’s too dark to see, so I use my phone to light the way to the bathroom. I tiptoe across the living room and down the hall to keep the floorboards from creaking as I make my way to the safety of the bathroom and quietly shut the door.

I’m so not looking forward to tomorrow when my parents will ask me about the party and the first boy—person—I ever brought over to the house. I’m not looking forward to Monday when I’ll see Luis at school. And I’m really not looking forward to seeing Shawni.

If she didn’t hate me before the party, she definitely does now. I think she put together what was happening before I did. The music and all the people at the party were giving me a sensory overload, making my skin crawl and my ears burn. I thought Luis was being considerate by taking me to a quiet room. When we were heading into the room together, Shawni happened to be coming out of the bathroom. She looked like she was going to cry when she saw Luis and me. Then she looked angry.

“What are you doing with her?” she had asked. Ouch.

“We’re just gonna talk,” he’d said.

And I believed him.

Shawni clearly didn’t. She just ran out the door and left. I didn’t get why she was upset then. I thought we were just getting away from the noise.

No one saw us go in the room but Shawni. Maybe no one else has to find out.

I don’t see Luis as the type to go running his mouth, but I text him anyway.

Me: Please don’t tell anyone what happened, okay?

I put my phone down on the sink and take off my clothes, ready to wash Luis’s touch off my body. I stare at what would have been the bathroom mirror but is now completely hidden by a sheet taped to the edges. My mom covered all the mirrors in the house about a year ago. It annoyed me for a while, but tonight, I’m grateful to not have to look at my naked body. Somehow I think seeing myself the way Luis saw me tonight would just make me throw up again.

I hop in the shower and turn on the water as hot as it’ll go. It takes a while to warm up, but when it does, it’s hot enough to singe Luis’s smell from my skin. I should have listened to Shawni. She tried to warn me. Whether she did it out of jealousy or to look out for me, she was right.

“In case you didn’t already know, he’s using you.” Shawni had come up to me the moment Luis left to get a drink at the party.

I rolled my eyes. She thought I was a rebound. And maybe she was right. But I’d never been anyone’s anything before, so being someone’s rebound was actually kind of exciting. If it turned out he had real feelings, I would probably die from exploding into glitter and rainbows. Especially when Luis could be with Shawni. I wasn’t exactly in her league.

Shawni was gorgeous in a really effortless way. Her long box braids were tied in a low ponytail under her left ear. She didn’t wear makeup or dress fancy or anything, but she was so hard to look away from. You could tell she was a dancer just by her appearance. Her posture, plus the shadows of muscle shaping her dark skin, gave her away. I looked at the ground instead of at Shawni when I realized I was staring, and tried not to think about how I was competing with her right now.

She kept talking, so I didn’t bother getting out my phone to type out a response.

“Stay away from him, okay? I’m serious.” I thought it was weird how she threatened me and gave me a sympathetic look at the same time. I didn’t need her fake pity.

Shawni’s going to kill me.

The look she gave me made me feel like she didn’t believe I could be with someone like Luis. But the truth was that I could. She just didn’t want me to be. Yesterday, being with Luis was all I could think about, but now thinking about him makes me sick.

I scrub everywhere Luis touched. My face. Hips. Thighs. Breasts. And . . .

I scrub so hard it hurts, but I still don’t feel clean. When my hands are too tired to keep scrubbing, I fall onto the shower floor and hug my knees, letting the hot water hit my back. I don’t know how long I’m sitting there like that, but by the time I get up, my skin is pruned and the water is cold. When I finally turn the water off and take a step out of the shower, my foot slides on the shower floor and I end up on my back.

“Fuck!” I shout. I don’t mean to be so loud. Sometimes I can’t help it. When I go so long without making a sound, it has to come out in little bursts. And right now, I need to let it out. I pull a towel over my face and cover my mouth with it. Then I scream, hoping the towel will muffle the sound enough to keep from waking up my parents, if I haven’t woken them already.

My phone dings, and I’m scrambling out of the shower a second time. Luis’s name is on my screen. If he doesn’t agree to keep quiet, I don’t know what I’ll do. I’m afraid of what he might say: “Oops, too late, I already told everyone including Shawni and she’s going to murder you.”

My shoulders tighten and my throat dries at the thought. I open my lock screen to assess the damage.

Luis: Tell anyone what? ;)

I sigh out loud and sink back onto the floor in relief. No one has to know about this. I can just pretend like it never happened.
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I spend Saturday locked in my room, not even getting out of bed to eat. Usually, when something’s bothering me, I get up and dance until I feel better. Or at least until I’m too tired to be upset. Today, though, I just can’t bring myself to move. I can barely get up to go to the bathroom. Today is not a dancing day. It’s a sulking day, and that’s okay. My dad knocks on my door around noon.

“You hungry, mija?” he asks. He’s rarely home on the weekends, and if it were any other day, I’d be jumping at the opportunity to spend time with him. He’s always been so good at making me feel better. He’s really easy to talk to—at least about problems that aren’t his own. Talking to him about what happened with my mom is like pulling teeth. I guess it’s not a problem he thinks he can solve. But I can’t move. I can’t even talk. Papi opens the door and peeks inside when I don’t answer. “You okay?”

I can’t look at him right now or I’ll cry again, so I pull my sheets over my face and roll over.

He sighs. “I guess you want to be left alone. ’Stá bien, mija. I’ll be here when you want to talk about it,” he says gently. The problem is, he won’t be. He’s never home, and I’m wasting my chance to take advantage of him being here.

I shut my eyes when the door closes, but it opens again just a few minutes later, and my mom walks in, sitting herself on the edge of my bed.

“Well?” she asks with an anticipatory smile on her face.

“Well what?” I ask.

“How was the party? How are you and Luis? He seems like such a nice boy!”

The mention of his name clogs my throat, and I can’t bring myself to utter another word, so I repeat what I did with my dad, pulling the covers over my head and rolling over.

My mom does not take the hint.

“May I?” she asks.

I let out an “aagh!” instead of the word no. She’s asking me if she can touch me, probably to rub my back through the blanket, but I can’t be touched right now.

There’s a long pause. “Okay, mija. Let me know when you want to talk . . .” She sounds sad, but I can’t think about her feelings right now.

I don’t pull the blanket off myself until she gets up and leaves my room, clicking the door closed behind her.

I don’t even bother feeling sorry for myself. I’m just numb. Just tired.

I’m not sure how much time I lose dissociating in my bed. Boo is sitting on my chest purring like she does when she’s worried about me. I heard cats don’t just purr when they’re happy, but they also purr when they’re stressed as a way of self-soothing. When I’m stressed, Boo sometimes snuggles up and purrs on my chest, and I think it’s her way of trying to make me feel better.

I stare at the dark spot in the ceiling where the white paint is peeling. And even though it doesn’t feel like that much time has passed, the setting sun lights my room with an orange tint from my bedroom window. The sounds of rush hour traffic outside are already dying down, and I still can’t move.

So I sleep.

Or try to. The sun goes down and the lights go out, but my mind won’t rest. I stay laying restlessly in bed for hours until I finally check my phone. It’s almost three in the morning. Thank God tomorrow’s Sunday. Today. Whatever.

I stretch out my leg, looking for Boo at the foot of it to bring me comfort, but she’s not there. I sigh and hunch over the side of my bed, peeking underneath it. Boo’s big green eyes stare back. Sometimes she sleeps underneath my bed, but I wish she’d just stay consistent.

“It’s okay, Boo,” I say, making kissy noises to try to coax her out from under the bed, but she doesn’t budge. I flop back down in bed and close my eyes, trying my best to fall back asleep, but it’s no use. My mind is too loud for sleep. All I can think about is last night. I keep replaying it in my head, wondering if there was something I could have done differently, but I come up blank every time. There’s no way I can sleep if I can’t get him out of my head.

I reach for my headphones on my nightstand and start playing my emo playlist on Spotify. This is what I usually listen to when I’m feeling shitty for any reason. After two songs I’m fully awake and fully emo, and I need to get it out somehow. I usually don’t just get up and dance in the middle of the night—it’s mostly a “get out my pent-up after-school anxiety” kind of thing, but I’m tired of lying in bed sulking, and a good dance vent seems like the only thing to get it all out of my head right now.

I sit up in bed, starting out just using my upper body, waving my arms around and throwing my head from side to side. But eventually my whole body wants to move, so I crawl out of bed. I put my hands on my knees and start flipping my hair wildly, and then I throw myself on the floor into a somersault. I get back on my feet and attack the air in front of me, punching and kicking and swinging my arms as close to on beat as I can manage. I pretend Luis is standing there, and that I wouldn’t feel guilty beating the shit out of him for how he made me feel last night.

For the first time, I give myself permission to fight. To feel my feelings where no one else can see. I throw myself onto the floor again and kick my foot in the air, then roll so I’m on my belly on the floor. I throw my head back and close my eyes, and then I let myself fall to the ground, and I just lie there for the rest of the song. I don’t realize I’m crying until the music fades out.

I let myself sob until I finally fall asleep, right there on the floor.

It isn’t until Monday rolls around that I’m forced to get out of bed. I snooze my alarm again and again until I completely run out of time to get ready. There’s no point in waking up early today. Besides, Boo is cuddled up next to me, and isn’t it against some kind of law to move a sleeping cat?

Usually, I wake up at least an hour before I have to leave for school so I can pick out an outfit and straighten my hair. Normally, I try to wear something that will get me noticed, to make up for my lack of talking, even though it never really works. People ignore me no matter what I wear.

I don’t care about that today, though. I lay in bed staring at the plastic stars stuck to the corner of my bedroom ceiling. Two of them are still glowing, but most of them lost their glow years ago.

It’s almost as if Boo knows I’m running late, because she stretches and hops off my bed, freeing me to get up. I usually look forward to going to school. I’m good at it, and something about the structure and predictable schedule makes my little autistic heart happy. But today, I’m dreading it. I finally force myself to throw my comforter off and roll out of bed. Posters and articles of Jose Antonio Vargas, Ida B. Wells, Janna Jihad, and other journalists I look up to line my walls. Janna Jihad (a young Palestinian journalist and my current biggest inspiration) would tell me to get up and make my mark today. But that’s what I thought I was doing when I went to that party . . .

I head toward my closet and push through all the rompers and colorful dresses. Nothing feels right. Today isn’t like other days. Today, I don’t want to be noticed, let alone look in a mirror.

I throw on a pair of sweatpants and a baggy sweater, then grab my pocketknife and stick it in my sweatpants pocket. My mom gave it to me about a year ago, when I started regularly walking around by myself. She said you can never be too careful, and I think she’s right. I always take it with me since I walk to and from school alone. Our apartment is only a five-minute walk from school, but it still makes me feel safer.

Part of me wishes I pulled the knife on Luis at that party. I dig my nails into my palms. I totally had the power to make him stop, and I just . . . didn’t. What is wrong with me?

I force myself to stop thinking about it by making eggs on toast for myself and Mom and Dad. I set both their plates down on the kitchen counter for them to find later. Mami’s still sleeping on the couch. I try to leave before my dad comes out of his room for work. I shovel down my own toast and walk quietly toward the door. Just as I reach for the knob, his bedroom door opens.

“Morning, mija. How was that party? Do you want to talk about it?” he asks. I knew he’d bring it up eventually since he knows something happened based on my behavior over the weekend.

“It was . . . fine.” I shrug. I wish he wouldn’t ask because I don’t like lying to my dad. I reach for the doorknob again so he doesn’t try to prolong the conversation. Instead of asking more questions, he rushes over to me and kisses my forehead.

“Thanks for breakfast. Have a good day at school, mija.”

“You’re welcome. Thanks, Papi.”

I walk the entire way to school with my hands in my pockets, secretly clutching my knife. This is normal for me since I’ve always been paranoid about getting mugged. It’s cold out, for Arizona—which means it’s about sixty degrees. That’s enough for most people here to assume my hands are in my pockets to keep warm. Usually I keep my eyes peeled the whole walk in case anyone comes near me, but today I can’t bring myself to care. Two kids pass me, and I don’t even notice they’re behind me until they breeze by. If someone were going to try to mug me, today would be their lucky day.

When I get to school, I weave through the students standing around outside, cutting through the courtyard and walking through the way-too-green fake grass until I make it to the safety of indoors. I head for the biggest building on campus, where there is a good number of kids walking the halls. Usually when I come in here in the mornings it’s completely empty, but since I woke up late today, I don’t get to be alone.

But there is one room I know that’s always safe. I go straight for the journalism classroom minutes before the bell rings. Mrs. Jones is usually here early. She says I’m always welcome to hang out in here before school, so I come before the bell when I wake up early enough. She encourages me since she knows I want to be an investigative journalist one day. Mami says I can’t be a journalist if I don’t learn how to talk, but so many interviews are over email now. I don’t think I’ll have to do a lot of talking. Ironically, one of the few places I feel safe enough to use my voice is in this room with Mrs. Jones. Well, before anyone else gets here, at least.

Mrs. Jones sits behind her desk and doesn’t take her eyes off the paper in front of her when I walk in the room. She clicks her pen and writes something down.

“What’s on your mind, Ariana?” she asks without lifting her eyes as I settle into my desk. This is how she usually greets me.

“Bad weekend,” I mumble, letting my eyes wander to the wall next to me where student articles are plastered all over, most of them mine.

A smile betrays my sour mood when I see the article I wrote about the dress codes here being sexist. That article actually got the school’s attention, and they amended the language in the rule book.

“Everything all right?” Mrs. Jones glances up from the paper and looks at me, eyebrows raised.

“No,” I admit, the question pulling me back down to reality. I’ve never really been able to bring myself to lie to Mrs. Jones, and today is no exception.

“Well, if you want to talk about it, I’m here.” She smiles at me and puts down her pen. I make myself smile back. I appreciate her, but I don’t want to talk about what happened with Luis.

But no matter how little I want to think about him, I can’t avoid him much longer, since I have class with both Luis and Shawni. My chest gets tight and it’s hard to breathe when I think about him now, but I still find myself counting down the minutes before the first bell. What is wrong with me?

The fact that I’m still craving his attention pisses me off. I just want to be mad at him like a normal person. But do I even have the right to be mad at him?

I should have the right. Sex might not be important to him, but it’s a big deal to me, and he’s acting like it’s not. Any kind of physical contact at all is hard for me. He should have figured that out after the first time he tried to hug me.

He had just walked me home from school for the first time, and apparently goodbye hugs are A Thing. When he put his hands on me without warning, I screamed and pulled my knife on him. It was a really embarrassing overreaction, but it was true to how much I hate being touched without some kind of warning. He laughed and apologized, but he still went for another hug. My scream and knife didn’t stop him because I couldn’t actually say the word “no.”

I wanted to be able to hug him. I hated that I overreacted. Maybe I’m overreacting now, too.

I don’t want to think about it. I just want to go back to how it was before, when his smile gave me butterflies and not a pit in my stomach.

Hearing Shawni’s name pulls me out of my thoughts. Jessica and Melanie walk into class early and they’re talking about her. People talk about Shawni a lot. Especially them—probably because they’re close friends with Luis.

I start eavesdropping.

“Did you hear Shawni got Manny to cheat on his girlfriend with her at that party?” Jessica says in a tone that sounds like she’s trying to be discreet, but she’s clearly talking loud enough for anyone who came to class early to hear.

If I had my voice right now, I would correct them. Shawni left right after she saw me go in the room with Luis. She didn’t have sex with anyone at that party, not that it’s anyone’s business who did or didn’t have sex . . . I’m just surprised they aren’t talking about me.

But whether anyone had sex with anyone is not the point. It annoys me that they’re implying Manny cheating on his girlfriend is somehow not Manny’s fault.

“Yeah, I heard about that. She just lets anyone with a heartbeat get in her pants. Like, have some self-respect!” Melanie says.

That one hits harder. I know they aren’t talking about me, but they might as well be. I do have self-respect. So does Shawni, I’m sure. I feel guilty for not sticking up for her, even if she hates me. But I can’t just make myself speak at will. It doesn’t work like that.

The bell rings, and it’s a minute before anyone else comes in the room. I bounce my leg, watching the door. Ugh, why the hell am I so eager? Shawni comes in, and she’s not with Luis. I hate that I care if she’s with Luis. I don’t want to care about him, or her. I look away but keep her in my peripheral vision to try to see if she’s giving me a murder stare or something. She’s walking right toward me.

My heart beats three times as fast as her footsteps. Shit shit shit shit shit shit. I glue my eyes to my desk as she sits down right in front of me and turns around.

She pulls her notebook out of her bag and rips a page out of it, then puts it on my desk with a pencil. She checks the time on her smartwatch, then looks back at me, probably deciding there’s enough time to chew me out properly.

“Hey.” She leans forward, and I can’t help but look. Her lips curve upward a tiny bit, and her eyes flicker down to the pencil and back up at me. She looks so pleased with herself. Honestly, I can’t believe she’s talking to me. I take the pencil.

Hey, I write on the paper. She adjusts her beanie before responding.

“So . . . about Saturday. I have some questions.”

I can’t tell if she’s messing with me, or if she actually wants to know. Is she just trying to find out for sure what happened with me and Luis? I’m sure she’s already put it together, but maybe she wants some kind of confirmation? I raise an eyebrow, waiting for her to go on.

Her nostrils flare when she speaks. “About Luis—”

Luis walks in before she gets a chance to ask. My stomach drops. I try not to give anything away in my body language or my face, but it’s hard. Luis is wearing jeans and a gray T-shirt tight enough to show off his lean chest muscles. He looks right at me and grins, dimple on full display. I hate that cute little dimple so much. Shawni looks at me, then at him, and sends him a glare that could pierce skin.

He’s about to walk over when he notices her glare, and then he turns around and takes a seat across the room with Jessica and Melanie, who both seem more than happy to cozy up to him. Shawni looks back at me, her glare melting away into a sad look. Probably because I betrayed her. Then her eyes go intense again. “You know what I’m trying to ask, right?”

Oh God. She’s going to kill me.

I take the easy way out and play the fool, shaking my head innocently.

She frowns. “Okay. It’s like I said at the party. You need to stay away from him. For your own good. He’s m—”

But the next bell rings before she can finish. Was that a threat? She takes the paper from my desk and starts writing. And writing, and writing. Is she writing a freaking novel? She finally folds it up and turns around to give it to me.

“Shanaya, no passing notes in class. Hand it over.” Mrs. Jones stops writing on the board and walks in front of Shawni’s desk, holding out her hand. Shawni slumps forward and puts the folded-up paper in her palm. I guess the world will never know what her little novel was about. Though I have a feeling it was some kind of long-winded threat about what she’ll do to me if I go near Luis again. Even though the thought of Luis makes me sick now, the idea of being threatened about it doesn’t sit right with me.

Shawni looks back at me and mouths the words “we’ll talk later,” then turns back around.

I spend the day stressing about when “later” is. When I’m walking to my third class of the day, I feel like everyone’s staring at me. No, I don’t feel like it, they are. But it feels all wrong. I’m in sweats and a hoodie, not my usual “look at me” clothes. And no one was looking at me in the beginning of the day.

For a moment, I wonder if they noticed that I didn’t put effort into my outfit today. But then I start to hear the murmurs, see them nudging each other and gesturing at me instead like I’m some kind of circus attraction. I check the bottoms of my sneakers for toilet paper or something. I smooth out the top of my short hair in case there’s something sticking out from it. There’s nothing, but they stare anyway.

Oh no.

What if they know what happened between me and Luis? It’s the only reason I can think of, but how can it be true? The only person who might even suspect it is Shawni, but she doesn’t even know anything for sure, does she? All she knows is that we went in the bedroom together. Alone.

Shit.

She must have told everyone, or even just someone, and the rumor spread.

I turn on my heel and head to the bathroom instead of to my next class. How am I supposed to face Shawni for the “talk later” today? How am I supposed to face Luis?

I tell myself I might just be overreacting. Maybe no one knows and I just have something in my teeth. Everyone’s stares bore into me as I walk. I clutch the straps of my backpack and look forward. I walk faster, and faster, until I end up breaking out into a sprint to the bathroom. No one moves for me, so I have to shove past people who give me dirty looks as I run by. When I get to the bathroom, I lock myself in a stall and sit on the toilet with the seat down.

The door opens again, and there are two familiar voices. I pull my legs up and hug my knees so they don’t see me.

“I can’t believe I missed Manny’s party,” Jessica whines. “Did they really do it in his room?”

“That’s what I heard.”

“Oh, my God, who would have guessed she’d be such a slut . . .”

My chest tightens and I hold my breath. Are they talking about me? Who else could they be talking about? Maybe they’re talking about Shawni, like this morning . . .

The bell rings, and the girls leave me alone. I stay put. I can’t bring myself to go to my next class. I just can’t. So I sit on the toilet alone for the rest of the hour, carefully watching the time pass on my phone.

The time ticks by slower and slower, like it’s slowing down just for me so I can catch my breath. Okay, breathe. I don’t have any proof Jessica and Melanie were talking about me. Maybe this is all just in my head. Besides, I’m hungry as hell, and it’s almost lunch. I decide I’m going to go for round two of the staring just so I can eat something.

When the bell rings for lunch, I leave the bathroom in a hurry and book it for the cafeteria. That way I don’t have to notice anyone staring. I sit in my usual table all by myself, hoping Shawni doesn’t ambush me when she gets here. I’m glad Mom made one of my safe foods over the weekend, so I can have plain chicken flautas for lunch without having a panic attack. We have an open campus for lunch, but I always eat at school. I scan the cafeteria looking for Shawni, and I notice more than just a few people are still looking at me.

I ignore them and find Shawni standing alone in the lunch line, like she normally does. The kids standing in front and behind her are both in little groups, so Shawni looks extra alone today, even though she almost always is, even before Luis. She never had the greatest reputation at school, since she kind of gets painted as this really promiscuous girl just because she’s bi. Which is really shitty.

She hasn’t exactly been nice to me recently. I might have once considered her my only friend, but I guess being sort of friends in second grade doesn’t mean much when you steal someone’s boyfriend. Ex. Still.

Well, I don’t know if you could actually have called us friends, but I always liked her back then. In second grade, we were the only two kids who never talked. Shawni’s English wasn’t that great yet since Spanish was her first language, and I just . . . didn’t talk. Teachers always assumed I only spoke Spanish, too, because I’m Mexican. So I would always get paired with Shawni. Our teacher probably thought we would talk to each other, but that didn’t happen. She tried talking to me, but I couldn’t talk in English or Spanish. Not outside of the comfort of my home. Still, there was a kind of solidarity that came from always being partnered together. I didn’t mind it, and neither did she. We were silent buddies that year and some of the next. Eventually, Shawni’s English got better and she stopped getting paired with me. Maybe that relationship never meant anything to Shawni, but for me, she was my first and only friend. And now she hates me. I guess that part is deserved.

I’m pretty sure Luis was Shawni’s only friend. Even though I’m not her biggest fan anymore, I don’t really get why she doesn’t have other friends. She’s talented, gorgeous, and nice to everyone. It doesn’t make sense.

When she gets her food, I hang my head so we don’t make eye contact. I’m not in a hurry to see Shawni in dance next period, but I don’t know how much longer I can stretch out avoiding her. Someone sits across from me, and I look up expecting to see Luis or Shawni. It’s neither of them, and I hate that I’m disappointed it’s not Luis. What the hell is wrong with me?

I don’t know this guy. All I know is he used to be on the football team with Luis, and I’ve seen them hanging out before.

“Hey, baby. I’m Jesus.” He looks me up and down way too slowly.

I just stare at him. Why is he talking to me?

“You look pretty.” He grins.

I try to tell him to go away with my eyes, but when he doesn’t listen, I look back down. I feel my face burning up.

“My parents don’t come home until late . . . Want to come over after school?”

I feel like throwing up. Why would he think . . . Does everyone know? Maybe it’s just a coincidence.

I get up to leave, but he grabs my hand. The fire from his touch sears through my skin and into the bones, and I’m frozen.

“Hey, I’m just trying to be nice.”

I’m about to run out of the cafeteria when a freshman girl with green hair grabs him firmly by the shoulders. Jesus looks just as thrown off as I am.

“Why aren’t you with your friends, Jesus?”

“Um, do I know you?” he asks, then gets a better look at her. “Ohhh, you’re the girl from that list! Nina, right?” He laughs meanly. That’s when I recognize her.

Earlier this year, a list went around on Instagram. The “100 sluttiest girls at Westview” list. Nina was the number one spot. Shawni was top ten.

Somehow, she doesn’t look bothered by his laughter. “That’s me,” she says with a smirk. “Now are you going to leave Ariana alone?” she asks, hands still on his shoulders.

He tries to shrug them off, but she digs her fingers in and starts giving him this really threatening-looking massage. He finally swats her hands off and walks away.

“Not so fun when it happens to you, is it!” Nina calls out as he leaves, giving her a disgusted look.

“Hi, I’m Nina.” She leans in and holds her hand out enthusiastically. When she gets closer, I realize how moisture starved her green hair is. Which isn’t surprising, since every time I’ve seen her before she’s
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