
[image: Cover: After the Ink Dries, by Cassie Gustafson, illustrated by Emma Vieceli]


After the Ink Dries

Cassie Gustafson






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: After the Ink Dries, by Cassie Gustafson, illustrated by Emma Vieceli, S&S Books for Young Readers]






For anyone who’s ever been stripped of choice, who’s needed to borrow strength to survive. This book is for you.

And for Carl, my ceaseless champion. Thank you for always believing.






CONTENT WARNING


My Dear Reader,

This book contains material that some may find potentially triggering or traumatizing, including:


	sexual assault and abuse

	suicide ideation, self-harm, and attempted suicide

	bullying and victim-shaming



    If you need to take breaks while reading this book, please do. Also, please consult the resources list should you feel the need.

All my best,

Cassie
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ERICA


I DON’T SEE THEM AT first—the names—because my eyes are closed, and my eyes don’t seem to want to open.

A groan escapes me as I lie here, overheating in my own sweat. Then the nausea hits. Not a wave, like some people would describe. This is a semitruck of vomit hurtling downhill, brake lines cut. I try to peel my eyelids apart, but my lashes feel glued together.

Unease scratches at me. Something about…

The party.

What happened last night? With me, with Thomas? I don’t even remember making it back to Caylee’s house. Actually, I don’t remember much past… what, the fireworks? Yeah, there were definitely fireworks in Zac’s backyard. Thomas and me. A bonfire. Did we… kiss again?

Pressing my palms to my eyes, I try to force answers, but the effort drives splinters through my brain. I flip the pillow over and ease my cheek against its cool side. God, why did I drink so much? I can only hope Caylee didn’t have to take care of me. Or worse—Thomas.

What did I do?

I sigh. Caylee. She’ll have aspirin and answers.

When I drag my eyes open, I expect to see the purple walls of Caylee’s room. But the gray walls that surround me are a slap in the face.

Terror dawns: This is not Caylee’s room.

My eyes rake the space, but no matter where I look, the images don’t make sense.

On the far wall, a Lakers basketball player occupies a poster, the top left corner peeling. A flat-screen TV sits on a dresser that spews clothes. Red plastic cups, a deck of playing cards, litter the floor.

My stomach plummets ten stories when I spot what’s draped over the desk chair—a guy’s blue-and-white varsity jacket, the kind all the jocks wear at Bay City Prep. Like the one Thomas has but never wears that I borrowed once.

The smell of the room hits me. A masculine scent, but somehow wrong, like heavy cologne mixed with something sour. I sit up quickly—too quickly—and tug the sheets closer. My vision blurs as dizzying heat rips through me.

There are bruises on my arm. No, not bruises. I look again, seeing the dark marks running up the inside of both arms for what they are.

Words.

Dozens of them, scrawled out in angry black marker.

The first word to register is here. As I stare, trying to find meaning in it, I realize it’s part of a sentence. Twisting my arm, I read the phrase stretching from upper elbow to mid-forearm: Ricky was here.

Ricky? From Spanish class? Thomas’s lacrosse team? Why would he…?

Something closes in my throat.

Thrashing at the sheets, I scramble to my feet, then sway and have to steady myself against the bed. The need to vomit overwhelms me, but it’s shoved down by the horror of what I’m seeing. Covering my arms, from palms to shoulders, are words and graphic pictures scribbled in black marker.

My skirt is gone. Marker spirals down both legs. The words Erica Walker is a sluuut and whore stare up at me—black tattoos inked onto my skin. Next to a sketch of an exploding penis, another name stretches across my right foot: Forest Stevens.

Forest? But he’s so nice, so funny. Thomas’s best friend.

Why would they do this? Why would anyone do this?

I lift my sweat-soaked shirt. Writing extends across my stomach and all over both thighs. Then I see my underwear. The lace looks faded.

No, they’re inside out.

Who took them off? Thomas? Me? Someone else?

Oh my god, Oh My God, OH MY GOD.

Was I…? Did they…? They wouldn’t have…

Rape.

…done that to me, right?

No. Ricky and Forest wouldn’t. I know them.

And it doesn’t feel like I’ve been… violated like that. Because I would know. I could tell.

Right?

Leave. Now.

Frantic, I kick through cups and clothes until I find my jean skirt in a crumpled pile. I grab then drop it. It’s damp. Using my fingernails, I bring the skirt a few inches closer to my face and sniff. The stench of stale beer assaults my nose. Not pee… or worse.

Questions hurtle through my mind. Where the hell is Caylee? Where was she last night? She was supposed to have my back….

And Thomas.

Where was he while Ricky and Forest—his friends, his teammates—wrote on me? Did they take off my clothes?

Oh my god. I have to get out of here.

Having no choice, I pull on the wet skirt, cringing as the damp fabric clings to my thighs. I tuck in my shirt and notice my bra is missing—the pink push-up I bought, just in case Thomas and I… Where is it? I scan the room, but it’s nowhere.

And my boots. Where are my boots? I can’t leave without them. They’re my favorite.

Then, from across the room, I see it—an image sliced from a nightmare. My reflection in a mirror.

I once saw a photography art exhibit here in Los Angeles on the life of drug abusers, full of haunted-looking meth addicts. Only this time, the disturbing face is mine. Erica Walker: Exposed. Writing dominates every length of my bare arms and full thighs—black insults floating on a sea of pale, milky skin. My boobs hang heavy under a lacy shirt, pink nipples nearly visible without a bra. Matted black curls frizz around my head. My eyes look like a raccoon’s, smeared with mascara and eyeliner, the whites bloodshot and dull.

To think I’d felt so sexy last night.

I spot it then, stuck inside the frame of the mirror. The photograph shows two faces I’d recognize anywhere since Caylee has the same picture taped inside her locker. Caylee and Zac—her, blonde and tiny and beautiful; him, a pasty-white Hulk. I find the letterman, flipping it over to reveal the name embroidered on the back: BOYD.

Zac Boyd. I’m in Zac’s room.

This can’t be happening. This is bad. Worse. Zac and I didn’t… We couldn’t have. I would never do that. He’s Caylee’s boyfriend. And I’m with Thomas.

At least, I think I am?

I need to talk to Caylee. I need to figure out what the hell happened last night.

My gaze snags on a Sharpie, half-hidden by bedsheets.

They drew on me, hands so close.

My knees buckle. I fall hard against the bed and close my eyes to block out the words, the names, branded across my body, but too late. They’re etched on my brain: Ricky.Forest.Erica.Slut.Whore.

This isn’t happening.

Panic blooms in my chest.

From downstairs, the sound of male laughter rips through me. My head snaps to the door.

I can’t find my boots. My favorite boots.

But I have to leave. Now.

I rush for the door, bare feet avoiding scattered clothes and textbooks. A playing card sticks to my foot—a six of spades. I shake it free.

At the top of the stairs, I pause to listen, taking in the first floor below me. Zac Boyd’s living room looks like a massacre. Upended red cups sit in pools of sticky liquid. Jackets, single shoes, and blankets are heaped in mounds. Shoved against the far wall, the glass coffee table rests on its side, a large crack down the middle.

Male voices filter in from the kitchen.

“Ah man. My shit hurts so bad right now, I can’t even tell you.”

Oh my god. Zac.

“Was it the keg stand or getting dropped on top of it?”

Ricky? His name on my arm.

Laughter erupts, maybe four voices in all, including Forest’s distinct guffaw.

Forest’s name on my foot. I shift my gaze to the stairs.

“Well, at least I wasn’t as drunk as Erica,” Zac says.

“You mean ‘Mouth’?” Ricky. More laughter.

Did they just call me “Mouth”?

“Her tits were hot, man.”

My face scorches. They saw me topless. They all saw me topless.

“Like fucking melons, man.” Zac. “How’d she manage to keep those things under wraps all this time?”

“Well, they came out to play last night, that’s for sure.” Stallion. Chris “Stallion.” But he’s in love with Jasmine, treats her like a queen. They’ve been together forever.

Below, the guys explode in more laughter: Zac, Ricky, Forest, Stallion.

Shame pierces me. What the hell happened?

Downstairs, a toilet flushes and a door opens, then footsteps lead toward the kitchen.

“Tommy VanB! He lives!” Ricky shouts. “We thought you’d died in there, man.”

“Naw, man,” Thomas replies.

My heart stops. Thomas is still here? Downstairs with them?

Thomas VanBrackel: the guy I’ve had a crush on since my first week here, who tripped over his backpack the first time he saw me. Who sits behind me in Spanish class, took me stargazing at the beach. Who played me a song he wrote just for me, bought me the Edward Gorey poster I have in my locker. The guy I watched make the winning save in yesterday’s lacrosse match, who kissed me for the first time in the parking lot where anyone could see before asking me to be his girlfriend. His girlfriend. Thomas—the very last memory I have of last night.

At the party, we’d stood next to each other by the bonfire, watching as Zac and Stallion and Tina lit off firework after firework. Tina was trying like always to be one of the guys. They’d wanted Thomas to join in, but Thomas had turned them down, choosing to stay with me instead. He’d looked so gorgeous, blue eyes reflecting the firelight, smile bright and playful. Standing that close to him, I could smell his deodorant mixed with fire smoke, feel his body heat radiating through his T-shirt—the silly one with the narwhal he’d worn just to make me smile. Then, laughing, he’d given me a piggyback ride inside Zac’s house and we’d… gone upstairs, I think…

And after that? Blank canvas. A void.

I’d been all jumbled nerves and frantic energy last night, calming myself with every sip from the water bottle in my purse, the one I’d filled with vodka at Caylee’s a few days back. I’d wanted Thomas to kiss me in front of his friends again so everyone would know we were official.

And now? What happened between hanging out with Thomas, and his friends seeing me naked? Why would they write their names on me? What if Thomas’s name…?

But Thomas wouldn’t. He would never do that.

Not Thomas.

So where was he when everything happened? And he’s in there now, in the kitchen with them.

“We were just discussing your girlfriend, VanBrackel,” Zac says. “Wonder when she’ll wake up.”

“Maybe we should go check on her,” Ricky replies.

I clap a hand over my mouth to choke off the sob welling up. I can’t let them find me here. But there’s nowhere to go!

Clutching the rail for support, I ease down the staircase, but my foot collides with a red cup, knocking it over. I freeze mid-step, watching in terror as the cup bumps down the stairs, splashing pale liquid onto the wall and carpet. The cup comes to rest on the wooden landing below with a tiny thump.

Oh god.

I jump at the sound of glass breaking in the kitchen.

“Dude, Thomas. What the hell?”

“Someone’s got butterfingers.”

Their laughs trail me as I hurry down the stairs and to the front door, avoiding the kitchen at all costs. Trembling, I twist the knob and slip outside.

God, not Thomas. Not. Thomas.

Bright sunlight sears my vision. I rush from the house as something inside me cracks and the tears begin to fall.






ERICA


KEEPING MY HEAD DOWN, I hurry across Zac’s front lawn, the damp grass sticking to the soles of my feet. I shiver in the cold March air, then swipe at my eyes and scan the street for my car, ignoring the scattered vehicles still parked in the driveway, especially Thomas’s blue Tacoma.

Don’t cry.

There.

Down the street, my beat-up Corolla sits under a massive eucalyptus, looking obscene on this pristine street. As the only car Mom could afford on her nurse’s salary, it’s normally a huge source of embarrassment. But now, the sight of it brings tears of relief. Today it looks like a sanctuary.

A strong breeze whips my hair, drying my eyes as I rush across the street.

I’m almost to my car when a blast of alarm hits. I don’t have my purse; no keys, no phone. Glancing back at the five cars filling Zac’s driveway—Thomas’s truck—I know I can’t go back in. They’d see me. I was lucky to have escaped unnoticed the first time. And if I don’t sit down soon, I’ll pass out right on this pavement.

Please no one come out of Zac’s. Please, God.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I’m about to break down in the middle of the road when the thought dings: Spare key, back fender.

I could kiss Mom right now for her overly cautious hide-a-key. Bending down near the back tire, I feel inside the wheel hub. I will myself not to look at the marks on my arms, fixing my stare instead on a pitted dent in the rear door.

My fingers close around the tiny rectangle of metal. Popping the magnetic tin free, I plop down on the pavement. Rough asphalt scratches the backs of my legs, and old beer stench wafts from my skirt. With my legs outstretched, I can’t ignore the obscene drawings and words staring up.

Ricky.Forest.Erica.Slut.Whore.

Why would they do this?

Was I…? Was I conscious when they…?

And Thomas?

But Thomas wouldn’t. I know him. He couldn’t have been there when Forest and Ricky wrote their names on me, while Zac watched. Maybe Stallion, too.

Thomas wouldn’t have let that happen.

But a tiny voice whispers again: He’s in there now, isn’t he? In the kitchen with them. Maybe he knows what happened last night too. Probably all of Bay City knows by now, and I’m the only one who doesn’t.

Eyes closed, I try to swallow down wave after wave of panic rolling up my throat. But it’s too much. I scramble to my knees, loose rocks digging into my kneecaps. Warm bile splashes onto my arms and skirt as I heave and heave on the pavement, but I can’t even care.

Finally I’m empty. I take a shuddering breath and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

Please no one come out and find me.

The sound of crunching gravel shatters my focus, dragging my eyes to the noise.

Thomas’s truck?

But no. Two doors down from Zac’s, a shiny silver Lexus pulls out of a driveway. I hug my arms to my chest, intently aware of my missing bra and tear-streaked cheeks. The sleek car slows, inching past me. The driver’s nearly invisible behind dark tinted windows, but I can feel his hostile glare as he takes me in: a half-clothed girl, graffitied and hungover with a rat’s nest of smashed curls and smeared makeup, huddled on the pavement next to a pile of vomit and a clunker of a car.

What have I done?

This moment confirms my worst fears. I’ve never belonged in Bay City, not since transferring here at the beginning of the semester. Not ever. And now I never will.

The Lexus continues its snail crawl past million-dollar homes and manicured lawns. Even after he turns the corner and speeds away, the driver’s stare lingers, sharp and shaming.

Please no one leave Zac’s right now. Please.

Inside my car, I search for something to wipe off the vomit spray and find a crumpled paper towel with a smear of jelly from my toast several mornings back. I’m dying of thirst, but all I have is an open can of Diet Coke in the cup holder. The flat soda does little to soothe the burning in my throat or mask the bitter bile taste.

Drive-thru? I squash the idea. Not with these marks.

Home. Now.

My gaze catches on the passenger seat, where my sketchbook lies open. On the upturned page is the last illustration I did of Erica Strange, the caped and masked alter-ego superhero I created. It’s obvious I based her on myself, though she’s clearly a swifter, braver, more badass version. Even Thomas started calling me “Erica Strange” after catching me doodle her in Spanish class. Plus, I gave her my lucky black boots—boots that Dad bought me before he moved that are now missing.

In my sketch, below the giant words What Would Erica Strange Do?, Erica Strange balances on top of a skyscraper, one fist holding the spire, the other at her hip, while her bat sidekick, Sparky, hovers by one shoulder. She stares with determination into the distance as her cape and hair whip around in the wind. One single arched eyebrow is visible above her violet eye mask, portraying unwavering confidence. This confidence is where we differ, she and I.

Last night before the party, I’d sat here and studied this sketch, sipping from my water bottle of vodka and chasing it with Diet Coke while waiting for Caylee to get here. I’d tried to pull strength from Erica Strange, to gather the confidence to go inside and be the girl Thomas thought I was—the Erica Strange I drew on these pages. At least, the version of me who isn’t afraid to speak her mind or worried what other people think. She’s never overwhelmed with anxiety or struck down by panic attacks. And last night, I’d gotten it in my head that I could be her. Was her. Felt the cape flutter invisibly around me as I’d stepped out of my car. Felt the cool air rustle through the not-quite-there eye mask as I strode across the street to meet Caylee, texting Thomas that I’d arrived.

But now the image hurts to look at. I’ve never felt so un–Erica Strange as I do right now.

Slamming the sketchbook closed, I chuck it in the backseat alongside the pointless, lingering question What Would Erica Strange Do? Because Erica Strange wouldn’t have gotten herself into this mess in the first place: clothes missing, wet, inside out. Wouldn’t have let herself get written on like some stall door in a public bathroom or gotten so drunk that guys saw her naked—Thomas’s teammates.

Think he’s going to want you now?

A softer voice: Erica. Drive home. Now.

Incredibly, my car starts on the first try. The radio bursts to life, blaring a thumping beat and edgy male vocals. Of course, it just so happens to be one of the songs from the massive playlist Thomas made me that I’d rushed to listen to in the hopes of impressing him even though I’d never paid much attention to rock music before.

Stupid stupid stupid!

I jab at the power button, my heart thundering as the music cuts out.

When I speed past Zac’s, I can’t help but glance at his front door. My breath catches. Thomas is emerging, keys in hand, throwing an arm up to shield against the blinding glare of daylight. I glue my eyes to the road in front of me and slam down on the accelerator, hoping against hope that he doesn’t see me.






(minutes earlier) THOMAS


I CROUCH DOWN ON THE kitchen tile, my head pounding. The guys all watch as I mop up the last of the OJ and broken glass. I made a huge mess, but I’ve gotta get the hell out of here. My live audition’s in less than two hours. So why am I still here?

Above me, Forest groans, his eyes closed. He’s leaning forward, his tall, gangly body practically bent in half, shaggy hair a mess. Over jeans, he’s still wearing the little-kid shark costume with the crotch cut out so that it fits his long torso. It rides up, fraying at the seams, the gray shark tail hanging limply from his butt, while his head’s poked through the shark mouth so the rows of teeth look like a necklace. And he doesn’t seem to notice the wet patches all over his pants where the glass of OJ I dropped splattered him. Or more likely doesn’t care. He’s pinching his lips like he’s trying to keep the vomit in. In a sick way, I’m glad someone else feels as shitty as I do.

Across the island, Ricky keeps lighting the gas burner on the stove, then blowing it out. He reminds me of a little bird with the hood of his red sweatshirt pulled up and small chest puffed out. Next to him, Stallion rests his head against a cupboard and swirls the pulp in his OJ. What with his height, and broad shoulders, and the dark sunglasses he’s got on, he looks like a hungover FBI agent. Guess the daylight outside is too much for him.

My socks stick to the floor as I cram the last of the dirty paper towels into a plastic cup. The trash can’s overflowing so I make for the sink, but a wave of what can only be puke rises from it. I give up and set the cup on the counter.

I’ve gotta go, should’ve already left.

Zac’s still watching me, leaning against the fridge looking like a giant—not surprising considering how much time he spends lifting heavy shit. He holds his bad arm that’s smothered in a cast and locked at a ninety-degree angle like a Tetris block.

“Make sure that’s wiped up good, VanBrackel,” Zac says as I grab a dish towel from the rack.

I don’t bother responding, which doesn’t matter because Zac’s started up again, on his third tirade about the keg nozzle getting stuck. At least he’s not talking about her anymore. I could hear them all the way from the bathroom. Who says shit like that?

And last night…

I push down the memory of Erica as my guts try to revolt. Gripping the edge of the countertop, I blink hard and swallow.

Stallion takes a swig of juice, clearing his throat. “So, Caylee stayed late. Anything we should know about?”

Zac’s smirk widens. “She’s a firecracker, that little hellcat. It’s why I put up with her crazy.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, knowing I’ve gotta get home, tune my guitar, do a final run-through of my songs if there’s time. I was supposed to be home last night, and my father’s going to kill me. But I can’t be late for my audition this morning. My uncle’s waiting for me. He flew all the way here just to watch me.

Ricky snickers, and I tear my eyes open. Four gazes train on me. I missed something. “What?”

“Just asking if you’re still all pissed off,” Zac says, “or if you’ve had the chance to get over yourself.”

I remember being pissed last night. But I’m not anymore. I’m just… tired. So damn tired.

“Fuck off,” I tell them, though it comes out whiny. I make for the living room and hurl couch pillows, searching for my keys.

“You always have been one righteous motherfucker,” Zac calls after me. “Why don’t you write a song about it? Call it ‘Brooding Music Man’!”

My hands fist.

Leave. Grab your shit and go.

“Who’s up for breakfast?” Zac asks.

“Oh, shit yeah,” Ricky replies.

Condiments rattle as the fridge door opens.

I overturn furniture, chuck jackets, but no keys. How the hell can they be hungry?

“Good, ’cause you’re making it. I gotta call the maid to clean this shit up before the step-monster gets back, you bunch of wild beasts!”

Laughter.

I search around the broken coffee table, rip the blanket off the floor where I’d slept, then freeze.

Erica’s boot.

A single black boot sits below the blanket beside my keys. How’d it get down here? Did she leave barefoot, then? Dropping to my knees, I spot the second boot under the couch. My hands shake as I dig it out, then I pull on my Chucks.

I’m turning to leave when I hear “VanB.”

Zac leans against the doorframe, holding his casted arm. Behind him, Ricky’s at the fridge, pulling out an egg carton and bag of frozen hash browns. Stallion rests against the counter, texting like mad, probably to his girlfriend, Jasmine. Forest braces himself against the sink, and I don’t know how he isn’t puking at the smell of whatever’s in there.

I straighten up, keys in one hand, boots in the other, pushing the hair from my eyes with an elbow. “What?”

Zac walks over, surveying, standing half a foot shorter than me but making up for it in bulk. I must look like hell in last night’s clothes, with breath and a hangover that makes me wonder how I ever thought drinking was a good idea. Or coming to this stupid party.

His gaze finds the boots in my hand, but for once, he doesn’t comment on her. “You good?” he asks. “You know we’re just messing with you.”

I don’t meet Zac’s eye, hating how close he’s standing. “Fine. Why?”

“Well, last night got a little crazy, is all.”

My fists tighten. “I don’t remember last night.”

Zac cocks his head. “You don’t…?”

A text pings through. Uncle Kurt: You ready for today?

Checking the time again, I curse. How the hell am I supposed to do anything when I feel this shitty, let alone make it through a live audition? And my father’s going to murder me.

“I gotta go.”

Zac nods, tongue pressed inside his cheek. “Sure, sure. Well, till practice, then.” He claps my shoulder but doesn’t turn to go, just keeps on staring.

I grit my teeth. Damn it, our extra practice, too, on top of everything else! Boots and keys in hand, I duck out the front door and suck in lungfuls of fresh air. The sun blinds me as I trip down the steps, standing exactly where I’d stood last night when Erica arrived, looking hotter than I’d ever seen her. I’d tried not to stare too hard but couldn’t look away. Then she’d smiled at me, and I’d taken her hand, so stoked just to be near her.

Now, glancing down the street, I half expect to see her running barefoot down the sidewalk. But I see only empty curb and a bunch of trees. I’d given her enough time knocking over that glass of OJ, then. She must be long gone.

But how’d she get here last night? With Caylee, probably. So, was she walking now? Calling someone? Because she doesn’t live close by. Still, I picture her on foot, everyone pointing and staring, wondering why she’s not wearing any shoes.

My stomach turns, and I’m almost sick next to my truck.

I have to get home, and shower, and make it through my audition, then everything’ll be okay.

I’m not angry anymore. I’m not. I’ll call her later. Tell her I have her boots. Ask if she wants to do lunch tomorrow. Pizzaz, maybe. Or Junie Bee’s. She loves their fries.

Nothing comes up as I dry heave again.

I swipe at my eyes, tossing her boots in my backseat. Pulling my phone from my jeans, I haul myself into the driver’s seat. I should call her now. See where she is.

I click on recent calls. In her contact photo, Erica sits in my passenger seat with a neon smile, one hand trying to block the shot. Sunlight filters in, washing out the photo and glinting off the two overlapping W’s of her Wonder Woman T-shirt. She looks so happy. That day, we’d gone to Junie Bee’s with everyone, and even the guys had acted cool. We’d eaten chili cheese fries, and laughed when Ricky poured soda all over himself, and Erica and I’d slid into a corner booth to chat, just the two of us.

I need to talk to her, check on her.

Before I can think twice, I click “call.” But it doesn’t even ring, going straight to voicemail. The sound of her upbeat voice kills me.

I hang up and toss my phone. Throwing my truck in reverse, I realize, for the first time ever, I’m relieved she didn’t answer.

And—shit—I’m going to be late. I can’t be late.






ERICA


WHEN I PULL INTO THE parking lot at our apartment, Mom’s van isn’t in her usual spot. I drag myself out of the car, bare feet stepping around an oil stain, and rush up the stairs to our unit. The sun beats down on me as I tip over the clay pot of rosemary, grab the hidden key, and let myself in before any neighbors spot me. I want nothing more than an ice-cold glass of water and to lie down and sleep for the rest of my life, but first, I need to look, and then I need to call Caylee.

In the entryway, I pull up short and catch my breath. A half-empty pack of Double Stuf Oreos still sits on the coffee table next to two mugs with used tea bags. They’re left over from yesterday afternoon when Mom and her best friend, Valerie, binge-watched Scandal reruns. As I was leaving, I remember the two of them in heavy debate over how hot the lead actor dude is.

My nausea grows as I take in the peeling Formica countertops in the kitchen, the corroded faucets and yellowed grout.

How can the apartment look exactly like it did when I left?

God, I need water.

A bright pink Post-it glares up from the counter. Ignoring it, I glance in the dishwasher, which is full of dirty dishes. Reaching into the cupboard, I pull down a shiny red mug emblazoned with Someone in Seattle loves you!, a gift from Gramma Anne for my fourteenth birthday and her not-so-subtle reminder that we needed to visit. It was also the last birthday I spent with Dad before he left. And he and I have talked only once since his semester started up again in January. But how can I possibly be thinking about Dad right now? I have much bigger problems.

Filling the mug with cold tap, I drink like a horse, which takes away my nausea for the briefest of seconds. Then the queasy feeling returns like a tidal wave. Tears spring to my eyes as I steel myself and turn to Mom’s note:


Erica,

Tried your phone all morning—no answer. Had to leave to meet with caterers. Could have really used your help today.

—Mom

P.S. Call me to let me know you’re okay.



Crap, Mom’s fundraiser!

The clock on the microwave glows 8:17. I’m already over an hour late. For weeks now, Mom’s made a huge deal about the pancake breakfast, her second-ever event at the new hospital. She’d wanted me to help set up and entertain her patients while they ate their weight in pancakes.

Guilt hits when I think of Mom’s disappointment, of Mrs. Pensacola’s arthritic, blue-veined hands folded neatly in her lap. I know Mrs. Pensacola’s been waiting all week to talk to me about her oil paintings or give me more pointers on my figure drawing and composition because I said I’d be there today. But given the condition I’m in, there’s no way I can go. And I can’t text Mom without my phone. I could use the house phone, but then I’d have to call and Mom’d know right away from my voice alone that something was wrong. She’d ask questions that even I don’t have answers to yet.

Panic flutters in my chest as I squeeze my glass into the packed dishwasher. I have to lie down.

But glancing down at my legs, I know I have to look, and I have to call Caylee, though I sure as hell don’t want to do either.

I veer right, into the sweltering heat of Mom’s room, and flip on the light switch. I don’t know what I expected in here either because her room is the same as always. Everything about it screams “old lady,” from the glass bowl of potpourri on her dresser to the pastel-flowered bedspread that are both older than I am.

Still, I search the room, trying to find something different, something changed, but everything looks like a museum exhibit, preserved exactly as it was when I left. Except…

Hanging halfway out of Mom’s hamper are an oversized T-shirt and jeans. Aside from her scrubs, it’s all she ever wears. I look down at my own clothes—tiny skirt, skintight top.

Missing bra. Underwear inside out.

Maybe if you’d worn jeans last night instead, covered your skin….

But no, I’d wanted Thomas to see me.

And maybe he really had, naked and all.

No. He wouldn’t. Not Thomas.

Maybe there are more names. Thomas’s name.

Stop. Call Caylee.

I clench my teeth, then yank the ancient landline phone from its cradle that Mom insists on keeping “for emergencies,” and pull against the spiral cord as I plop onto Mom’s bed. I’m nearly catatonic with fear thinking about Caylee’s possible reactions. Does she know what they did to me? That I slept in her boyfriend’s room? Or is it really as bad as I’m thinking? Maybe it’s all just a prank, some kind of sick joke….

But my ears still ring with Zac’s words from earlier: “Like fucking melons, man.” Talking about my breasts, that he and everyone else saw—Zac, Ricky, Forest, Stallion, and maybe even Thomas. Then I remember my inside-out underwear because someone took them off me, and I can’t remember who.

Hot tears leak down my cheeks as I suck in a breath. I don’t want to do it. But I have to know.

I’ve never really searched down there before other than to shave myself after that embarrassing first week in the locker room. Now, avoiding the writing, I set down the phone with its faint dial tone and stand. Opening my legs, I peel my underwear aside, eyes on the stupid bowl of dusty potpourri. I can’t make myself look at the writing anymore, so I press two fingers to myself and bring them in front of my face.

There’s… nothing. No soreness. No blood.

I do it again, harder this time, with the same result.

So, they didn’t… rape me? Because I should be able to tell? I’ve had sex before, but only once, on my friend Isabela’s couch in a basement that smelled like mildew. Isabela’s my childhood friend from my old school, St. Agnes, who I haven’t really talked to in over a month, and the guy in question is her older cousin who was staying with her family at the time. He was seventeen, I was thirteen, and I remember feeling so flattered for all the attention. We’d done it just the one time, but it had hurt like hell and gotten blood on the couch. I’d felt sore for several days after, not at all what I would call a “pleasurable” experience, especially since he never talked to me again.

So, I’m pretty sure I’d be able to tell if something like that had happened last night. And that’s when you call the cops.

I stare at my arms, legs, covered in writing and disgusting drawings.

But what about this?

The ceiling fan beats down warm air in time to the thudding of my heart. I grab the phone and dial Caylee’s number. It’s the only number besides Mom’s that I’ve memorized. God, what if I don’t ever find my phone? Then I’ll have to get a new one, even though I can’t afford it. And that’s only the beginning of the things I need to do.

The phone begins to ring.

I loop the cord around my finger.

The phone rings again.

Three more loops.

The ringing continues—three, now four rings in all.

By the time Caylee’s voicemail starts up, my entire index finger has disappeared inside the coils of the phone cord.

Where are you, Caylee?

I scan my arm, the cramped way Ricky wrote his name.

He was so close to you.

Forest’s name on my foot.

They were so close to you.

And Stallion? Zac? Thomas?

Why was Thomas still at Zac’s? Does he know what happened?

Thomas is the first guy I’ve ever really dated. There had been a few guys at St. Agnes in the two years I was there, but nothing like what I have with Thomas. Or… had. Thought we had, I guess.

The beeping announcing Caylee’s voicemail catches me off-guard. “Caylee, hey, it’s me. Call me, ’kay? On my house phone, not my cell. I can’t find… It’s missing. I don’t know where. Listen, I really need to talk to you, ’kay? Like, really need to talk to you. Please call me.” I slam the phone down, my skin covered in sweat.

For a split second, I consider calling Amber, a redhead in my class who’s nearly twice my size with more than double my confidence. Amber’s “throat-punch transgressors” attitude and assertiveness have always intimidated me. We’ve hung out enough over the past few months thanks to the fact that she and Caylee have been friends since elementary, but I don’t know Amber’s number, and even though I have it in my phone, I’ve never actually called her. The most we’ve ever done is group text, with Caylee as our buffer. Plus, if I did call Amber, what would she say? Probably throw out a snarky one-liner or lecture me on “disgusting” high school boys. Or she’d give me the “have some freaking self-respect” spiel she gave Caylee about Zac last week, which was beyond awkward and made me wonder how the two of them have stayed friends so long, especially because Amber was right about Zac.

The one time Amber and I seemed to hit it off was over lunch when we were talking about Frida Kahlo. Amber knew a lot about her activism, but not about the bus accident that nearly killed Frida, which got her to start painting, or the fact that she also did frescos and etchings. Midway through my conversation with Amber, I’d felt like I was finally earning her approval. Then she said something about Frida being an early feminist, and I jokingly responded, “Just another man hater!” even though I knew that had nothing to do with it. I’d only said it to make Caylee laugh, which it had, but when I turned back to Amber, she seemed… disappointed somehow.

So how could I possibly reach out to her now about last night if I have no idea what she’d do with the information? No, she’s a well-known tattletale. I know what she’d do. She’d want to tell someone—an adult—but I can’t risk word of this getting out. Calling her isn’t an option.

I try to think of someone else I could call, but I’ve only been at Bay City for a few months and don’t have anyone else’s number. Caylee and Thomas have been my main friends, and even if I wanted to contact him, I don’t know Thomas’s number either.

I stumble to my room, where I find my scattered colored pens and the folder on my nightstand filled with sketches I’ve done, but these aren’t of Erica Strange. Since moving here, I started illustrating comics of my real life, too—Thomas and Caylee and all things Bay City. My entire life at this school is in this folder. I’d scan and upload these sketches onto my private website, alongside my Erica Strange ones but in their own thread. Still, if I’m being honest, lately I’ve done a lot more sketches of Thomas and me than I have of Erica Strange.

Brushing aside my pens, I flip open the folder, knowing what I’ll find even as I do—my first-ever Bay City spread. It’s a paneled page of Thomas and me from the very first time I saw him. I run my hand across the image of Thomas smiling up at me and can picture that second day at Bay City Prep so clearly in my mind. Mom and I’d just moved to the edge of town, away from my old friends and school. I still hadn’t met anyone, and I remember feeling so out of place and so very alone, not to mention lost in the giant hallways. People jostled me as I searched again for my first class, and I tried to summon my inner Erica Strange but didn’t get very far. Even the violet pants I had on that’d seemed “Erica Strange” cool in my room now felt “squishy eggplant” cool. Suddenly, everything started to crowd in, and blind panic ran through me. Without warning, I felt on the verge of a full-blown anxiety attack right there in the middle of the hallway. Fighting tears and a flood of pelting thoughts, I rounded yet another corner…

And there he was.

He sat on the other side of the hallway glass in the courtyard—a beautiful white-skinned, dark-haired boy with broad shoulders and eyes pressed shut in concentration. Early morning sunlight streamed over him as he leaned against a picnic table, black Converse tapping out a silent beat as he strummed along to whatever music he heard in his head. His eyes flew open, and he scrambled for a notebook and pen, sticking his tongue out as he jotted down the thoughts scurrying through his mind. Something about the way he closed out the world, air-guitaring and journaling like no one was watching, made longing well up in the pit of my stomach. I thought about my suffocating panic from moments ago, broken now only because I’d been wholly distracted, but that more often than not got the better of me. I wanted so badly to be as free as he looked.

He glanced up at me then, startled—dazed, even—to see me staring back at him. I knew I should feel embarrassed, look away, but all I could do was notice how perfectly his sea-blue shirt matched his eyes. He recovered quickly, mouth quirking into a lopsided smile before forming a single word: Hi.

Hi, I mouthed back, causing his grin, then my own, to widen.

The warning bell rang, sending both our gazes skyward before snapping back to each other.

He shrugged, resigned: So it begins.

I scrunched my face to let him know I shared his agony. We stayed there, suspended in time, before I broke the connection with a little wave. He returned the wave, flashing another smile before scrambling to his feet and tripping over his backpack, which made me laugh.

I bit my lip and turned to head for my locker, but not before throwing a quick glance over my shoulder and catching his eye again. Though he stood with his backpack slung over one shoulder, his eyes stayed tethered to me.

My mind pinged with questions: What was his name? What did he write in that notebook of his? What music filled his ears that allowed him to lose himself in the middle of the school courtyard? Because whatever it was, I wanted in.

I didn’t know it back then, but he would become my first friend at Bay City. He’d transfer to my Spanish class, sit right behind me, and ask me about the Erica Strange drawings that filled my sketchbook. I’d learn his name, that he played guitar and wrote songs. I’d call him Thomas the Rhymer and he’d call me Erica Strange. But in that hallway, all I knew then was, when the boy from the courtyard looked at me through that window, I felt less alone and like maybe Erica Strange wasn’t so out-of-reach after all.

Now I drop the folder of drawings back onto my nightstand and all the memories with it. My gaze travels across the room to my bulletin board that’s covered in pictures and bits of art inspiration. There’s the Disney princess stickers Caylee gave me as a joke next to a photo of her, Amber, and me at Pizzaz Pizza Parlor, with Amber flipping off the camera. This half-covers a picture of Isabela and me, taken at St. Agnes a few weeks before I transferred. Then there’s the Lead Paint album cover for Thomas’s favorite band, a Los Angeles County Museum of Art ticket stub from our second date, one of Thomas’s Spanish worksheets he’d messed up on, the note he’d left on my car after his friends had been jerks, and finally, the grainy photo he’d taken of us at the beach the night of our first real date, his tan face smiling beside mine. But we’re the same! Twin artist souls! Thomas the Rhymer and Erica Strange! And then I have to stop looking. The horror of last night’s party crashes over me, again and again. Each time feels like the first time.

In blurry images, I replay it all: Zac’s backyard, dotted with a few dozen classmates and the blue and white colors of Bay City Panther pride; groups huddled around two perspiring kegs of cheap beer and the roaring bonfire; the snap and sparkle of bottle rockets and fireworks igniting; Thomas’s dark hair falling over crystal-blue eyes, his mischievous smile aimed at me.

I glance again at the folder of drawings.

Where were you, Thomas?

I want to collapse onto my bed, but it’s heaped with clothes—several rejected outfits from last night. Heat balls in my stomach as I remember yesterday’s manic excitement while I got ready for the party, music cranked as I bounced around my room, fretting over stupid details, like if I should wear my hair up or down. Makeup, playful or sultry? Like everything had to be perfect. As if any of that could possibly matter now.

Best friend won’t call you back. Thomas’s friends wrote on you. God knows what else. You’ll never live it down. Never.

My body flushes with heat. I fling the clothes off the bed and kick at them, pummeling the mattress with my fists. I kick and hit until I’m out of breath, despite what it does to my pounding head. As I squeeze my fists to my mouth, a silent shriek tears at my throat. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

I stop short at the sight of gray. On the floor, the arm of Thomas’s sweatshirt drapes over my clothes, the sweatshirt he’d given me to wear after his game. I scoop it up, feeling the soft fabric between my fingers. His audition—it’s today. Had he forgotten? No, he definitely wouldn’t have. Blood pounds in my temples as I breathe in the scent of him.

But he was there, in the kitchen.

An instant later, I drop the sweatshirt, overwhelmed by heat. When it reaches my stomach, I know I have only seconds to make it to the bathroom. Moving as quickly as my lead body will allow, I sprint to the bathroom, flinging open the toilet lid as vomit erupts. Shaking and spent, I press my clammy forehead against the cool plastic of the toilet seat. Through a blur of tears, my eyes find the shower curtain covered in bulgy-eyed goldfish. I have to shower. I have to get this crap off me. But the effort to stay upright is too much.

Pulling the bathroom rug to me, I lie down against its matted, gray fur, tears leaking from my eyes. I’m so embarrassed. Mortified beyond belief. I feel disgusting. Am disgusting. Normally the hair and dirt stuck to the rug would appall me, but I only need to glance at the smudged Sharpie covering my skin to realize that I couldn’t get any dirtier.
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THOMAS


“THOMAS, GET YOUR ASS IN here.”

Shit. My father.

I’d heard my parents talking in the kitchen but had tried to slip past them and escape up the stairs. My truck must’ve given me away. Or the front door. Or my guilt. Everything about this morning is going so wrong. But if I don’t leave soon, I’ll never make my audition in time. I need to get this over with, and fast.
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