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      No matter the day, the age, the realm… even a kick ass girl loves an excuse to get dressed up and dance her heart out.
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      When Jade tells the truth about a crime she witnessed, her actions come under the judgmental scrutiny of her friends. Then she befriends Justin, who knows what it’s like to be judged for being different.
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      “Wait. Did you just say you don’t want to go to prom with me? You’re taking back your invitation?” A hole opens in my stomach, a giant, gaping abyss.

      Malcolm’s eyes cannot meet my shocked stare. All I see are the hoods of his lids as he searches the ground, as if the excuse is lying there, waiting to be picked up and hurled like a stone. He finds it.

      “It’s really my mom,” he mumbles. “She says it’s for the best, you know, with everything happening and...” His voice trails off into the air, leaving the sword of the unsaid hanging over me.

      “The prom is in two weeks. I’ve already bought my dress, my shoes. How could you do this to me?” My voice quavers.

      “I’m sorry, Jade.” He turns and flees as if he can’t wait to get away from me. Which, of course, he can’t.

      The backs of my eyes smart. I don’t want to cry but I’m going to. I look around to see who has witnessed this small scene of my great humiliation. A couple girls nearby toss their hair and wheel their backs to me in a clucking circle of shields.

      The co-captain of the hockey team refusing to go to prom with me will be all over the senior class by lunchtime. Malcolm and me aren’t going together or anything, but when he asked me to go to prom with him, it was a big deal. Plus, I figured it might even lead to the proverbial “summer romance” that everybody seems to have—except me.

      I press the heels of my hands into my eyes to erase the evidence of escaping tears. I press them so hard colored spots swirl in the blackness. When I open them, people are gawping at me. Their stares are Arctic ice. It can’t be about Malcolm—yet. I know what it has to be about. There’s only one difference between two days ago and today. It’s that I told the truth.

      My truth. My ugly truth.

      The bell rings. The students mingling in the courtyard roll like a tide into the building. My feet are immovable concrete slabs. Kids shove past me, knocking my backpack, chattering over me, around me. I can’t do it. I can’t face the day now. I’m about to turn and run away when I hear my name bellowed.

      “Jade Morano! I’m ready with the tardies.” Mr. Rittenhouse, my hardass chemistry teacher from junior year, stands on the steps in front of the double-door entrance. He wags his pad at me.

      I join the stoners, who have emerged from the fringe of woods surrounding the school and straggle in, already reeking of pot and cigarettes. Justin Chiu zooms by in his motorized wheelchair, cutting me off as he hangs a right up the disabled ramp. “Sorry!” he yells over his shoulder.

      I don’t have time to make a pitstop at my locker. I shuffle straight to homeroom where fifty-six eyes laser me as I enter. Fifty-eight, counting Ms. Alvarez. I hand her Mom’s letter stating that I was absent the previous two days because “Jade had to give testimony at a criminal trial.” I feel heat ballooning inside me as Ms. Alvarez scans it. Criminal. Couldn’t Mom have just written “at a trial”? Ms. Alvarez scribbles her initials on it, records it on the roll and hands it back without a word.

      My seat is in the second to last row. I walk down the aisle, keeping my gaze directed at the red dot of Berlin on the map of Europe that covers the back wall bulletin board, ignoring the creaking chairs and murmurs behind me. We stand for the pledge of allegiance, sit and the PA squawks with the daily string of announcements.

      Bethany Frankel twists in her seat to face me. “How could you have left that girl? That was so cruel,” she whispers.

      Her words feel like slaps on my face. My cheeks actually burn. Brian Stavros leans over and delivers the gut punch. “You left her to be raped. What kind of person are you?”

      I say nothing. I have no answers to these questions. I realize they’re just voicing everyone’s thoughts about me. Including my own. Anything I say will sound like a lame excuse, which it is. All I know is that I just went through the worse two days of my life on a witness stand in a courtroom, and everyone—the assistant prosecutor, my mom and dad, the therapist they sent me to—promised it would now be all behind me, but they were obviously and completely wrong.

      It’s just starting.

      The bell rings for first period. I have U.S. History. I hang back until everyone files out ahead of me then beeline it to my locker for my textbook. I slow when I turn into the bank of lockers. Something is on my door. Big, red, spray-painted capital letters. F O R. What? But there’s more. I inch closer, wary of what I’m about to read. In smaller letters under capitals, it spells out what they stand for: Friend of Rapist.

      All air is sucked out of me. I gulp, trying to breathe but the air has solidified in my throat. I can’t seem to get it down.

      “Ignore it, Jade.” It’s Chloe, one of my best friends. “It’s just stupid stuff.”

      As I look at her, it hits me that the newspaper Chloe works for after school, the Indian Valley Weekly News, is actually responsible for this. The editor of the paper, who Chloe had introduced me to one time when I went by the office, was sitting in the courtroom writing down everything I said, and writing down everything the defense attorney said. How I walked off and left Caitlin in the woods, that if I was so convinced Caitlin was being raped by the cries I “allegedly” heard, why didn’t I go back to help her, why didn’t I call nine-one-one when I got to the road, why did it take me almost a week to report the incident to police? And why did I desert my friends at the carnival opening night to go off drinking with two older guys and a girl, who I never met before, to the Rock? Of all places, the Rock, Indian Valley’s known party spot, a massive boulder that slopes down to a lake on a mountainside reserve, which is closed, and dark and deserted, at night.

      Everyone knows what I did because it was on the Weekly News website.

      “What do you want, Chloe? An exclusive interview or something?” I fling open my locker and rummage for the book.

      She recoils. “No, of course not. I just wanted to help.”

      I find “History of the Americans” and slam the door. “Yeah, you’ve already been such a help.” I launch into a sprint down the emptying hall to beat the bell.

      I can’t concentrate on Mr. Belsky’s lecture on taxation in the colonies. Several kids throw me sidelong glances as if they’re seeing me for the first time. One of the frou-frou cheerleaders whispers to another, who turns and looks at me. I slump in my chair and throw my hoodie over my head.

      The Weekly News website. Of course. Like a brick crashing upside my skull, I realize that’s why Mom was absorbed in her phone two nights ago instead of playing along with Wheel of Fortune, why Dad slammed his laptop shut when I came into the kitchen to raid the Mint Milanos late last night. Everybody read the stories except me, and I was the freaking story. Mom and Dad probably didn’t tell me because they wanted to protect me. Instead, they left me wide open to be rammed with a tractor-trailer of rage and blame.

      I sneak my phone into my lap and call up the website, so I can see what was written about me, but the page won’t load. The circle just goes round and round in a maddening wheel.

      As Mr. Belsky drones on, my anger bubbles to a boil, at my parents, at the prosecutor who said I was doing the right thing. The right thing for who? I should never have listened to them. I should never have said anything. I should’ve kept my mouth shut. I could have gotten away with it. I’d been a fool. Now, for some inane, unfathomable reason, I’m being blamed for the sexual assault, instead of the guy on trial. What about him? The actual person who did it. Shouldn’t everyone be mad at him?

      Why oh why did I not go home with Morgan that night at the carnival? That was when I met Caitlin, and the door to the rest of my life opened—to a staircase straight to the basement. The “incident,” which is how Mom and Dad call it, happened last June, after school let out. When I went to the police and reported what I saw and heard that night, the detectives told me not to talk about it, so I didn’t. People, including my friends, didn’t really know my exact role in the whole thing. By the time school started, the sexual assault at the reserve was basically forgotten in the competition for “best summer ever!” stories.

      It had all gone away, then the trial popped up, like the sun reappearing from behind a cloud to cast a spotlight on My Great Mistake, My Lapse in Judgment. They couldn’t have waited until school let out. No, they had to do the trial not only while school was still in session but right before prom.

      I check the phone. The article has finally loaded.

      “Jade, are you with us?” Mr. Belsky calls. I startle. People swivel in their chairs to look at me.

      “Yes,” I croak, dropping the phone between my thighs and propping myself up.

      “Top of page two seventy-nine, first paragraph.”

      I scramble through the textbook to the page and stare blankly at it, not sure what I’m supposed to do. “Read it, please, out loud.” I hear a smattering of snickers. I suddenly hate everyone with such an intensity it scares me, but somehow, I manage to read the words although I don’t comprehend a single one of them. I luck out. Belsky picks on someone else to explain what the paragraph means.

      After history, I run into the girls’ room and lock myself into a stall to read the article. All the stuff I did, and didn’t do, is there, stark in black and white. My knees quake so badly I lean on the wall. The bell rings. I’m now tardy for Econ.

      I make it through the rest of my classes with the help of my hoodie. I can’t wait to get to lunch and see Morgan and Clarissa. I rush in and sit at our usual table to wait for them to return from the cafeteria line. I spot Morgan emerging from the cashier and wave.

      “You’re not eating?” She slides her tray holding a chicken wrap and fruit cup onto the table and sits.

      I shake my head. I have a big lump in my stomach. “Not really hungry.”

      Clarissa’s right behind her, with the exact same meal. On a normal day, I’d be behind Clarissa, also with the exact same meal. Chloe is missing. Because of the locker thing? Then I remember. It’s Wednesday. She’s busy with the weekly issue of the school newspaper Drumbeats, which comes out every Thursday. She’s the editor-in-chief.

      “Hey Jade, want to go up to the Rock for a beer Friday night?” Clark Washington, the varsity football team quarterback, grins. He’s sitting with a bunch of jocks, including Malcolm, at a nearby table with three milk cartons apiece on their trays. They make a big deal out of drinking milk every day, like it makes them superior healthy beings. The jocks laugh at Clark’s ever-so hilarious joke. Malcolm, the traitor, laughs along. I want to walk over, scream at them, sink my nails into their faces, pour their precious milk into their laps, something.

      But I do nothing. Because that’s obviously what I always do—nothing.

      “Take no notice of them.” Clarissa unwraps her wrap. “So I guess the trial went bad yesterday, that’s why you sent me a sad face emoji?”

      “You can read about it in the Weekly News. Everybody else has,” I say. She and Morgan exchange a glance, which tells me they have. “Malcolm did. He uninvited me to prom this morning.”

      They exchange another uncomfortable glance. I’m feeling more and more on the outside. “We heard,” Morgan says.

      “But we didn’t know if it was true,” Clarissa rushes to add. “The trial is all everybody’s been talking about these past couple days.”

      “You never told us the details of what happened that night,” Morgan says. Is she accusing me? “Like that you heard her scream and the sound of her being slapped.”

      “I couldn’t. The cops told me not to.” I’m wondering where this is leading, but I have an inkling it’s not going to be good.

      “Can we ask you a question?” Morgan says. My stomach seizes. “What if it’d been me or Clarissa or Chloe? Would you have gone back to help if it had been one of us?”

      “Or at least called nine-one-one when you got a signal back on the road?” Clarissa adds.

      They study me as if I’m a painting in a museum. I go for the easy answer, the one they want to hear. “Of course.”

      Clarissa scrunches up her face. “So you didn’t help that girl because you weren’t really friends with her?” She’s trying to make sense of what I did, which I can’t even make sense of. I’ve fallen into a trap.

      “It’s not that simple. When I left, they were making out. The other guy was passed out, so I left. I didn’t know the dude was going to beat her up and...and do that to her. I just wanted to go home. I was drunk. I was cold. I was tired. I regretted even going with them.”

      “But you said you heard her yell ‘get off me’ and the sound of slaps,” Morgan says.

      “Yeah, but I was halfway down the mountain already. It was total darkness. I only had the light on my phone to see. I really wasn’t sure what was going on. I was wasted, falling all over the place.”

      “But if you’d gone back or called for help, even just yelled to let the guy know someone else was there,” Clarissa says.

      “Or reported it right away to the police,” Morgan says.

      The vise of their judgment is squeezing me. “Can we talk about something else?”

      “It just seems kind of crappy, you know?” Clarissa says in a small voice

      I feel a swell of anger. “You weren’t there. I don’t know why I did what I did, I just did it, okay? Nobody’s perfect. I did go to the cops, I did make a statement, I did testify at the trial. Nobody seems to recognize how hard all that was. Instead, for some reason, I’m getting blamed. What about the guy who did it?”

      Silence lands with a clumsy thud.

      Clarissa breaks it. “You can return the prom dress, at least.”

      Her lame comment annoys me. Shouldn’t she be saying something like ‘you’ll find someone else to go with,’ or ‘I’ll help you find someone to go with,’ or maybe even ‘you can go with Claudio and me’ ”? Then I get it. She thinks I deserved to be dumped.

      “I took the tags off already,” I say.

      “They might take it back anyway,” Morgan says. “My mom has returned things without tags before.”

      I grab Clarissa’s plastic wrap off her tray and pull it to shreds. I study my fingers. They seem to be detached digits, working on their own like a machine. I sense my friends raising their eyebrows at each other, wondering how to handle their suddenly very flawed and unpopular friend. I make it easy on them and myself. I scrape back my chair.

      “I have to go see Lenny about cleaning my locker door. Someone spray-painted ‘Friend of Rapist’ on it. So I’ll leave you free to talk about me since I know that’s what you want to do.”

      They show no surprise about the graffiti, which means they’ve already seen it, nor do they try to make me stay. Instead, they offer lukewarm “laters.”

      I walk out of the noisy cafeteria. I don’t go find the janitor. I stroll by the library and decide to go in. It’s calm and quiet, occupied only by the kids who nobody wants to hang with at lunch, the exile territory of high school.

      I flop into a chair at an empty table and lay my forehead on my folded arms. I don’t ever want to come back to Indian Valley High School after today. I could go to Florida and stay with grandma for the summer, find a job there. In the fall, I’ll be off to college in Washington D.C. But I still have to make it to the end of school. Maybe I could do independent study to finish the year, make up some excuse that my mom has cancer and I have to be at home to take care of her. My parents would probably have to sign off on it, though.

      I hear a whirr beside me. “Sorry about Malcolm.” I look up. Justin Chiu has pulled up beside me in his wheelchair.

      “You know?” The gossip really has made the rounds.

      “Yeah, even me. Everybody ignores me, so I hear a lot. It’s like I’m invisible. Comes in handy from time to time. And sometimes not.” He jerks his head to swing the shock of bleached blond hair out of his eyes. The rest of his shaggy hair is black, matching the black denim jacket with the sleeves cut off and fingerless gloves. He tries too hard to be cool.

      “For the record, Malcolm Crespo’s an idiot,” he continues. “He does whatever Clark Washington tells him to do. I bet Clark put him up to the prom-dump.”

      Prom-dump. “What? There’s a word for it, now?” My voice comes out louder than I intended it.

      People’s heads perk. “Keep it down,” Mrs. Whittaker, the librarian, warns.

      Justin is more irritating than a rash. I just want him to go away. “For the record, you have a zit ready to explode on your forehead,” I blurt.

      My nastiness takes him aback for a moment, then he recovers. “Just thought you’d like to know. Well, I better go take care of my zit,” he says in a voice washed with sarcasm. He pivots his wheelchair and buzzes back to his table.
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