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For anyone who has suffered bullying. And for all of you who continue to challenge the definition of normal. Thank you for being so brave. [image: ]

—S. L. and J. S.

Gracias a toda mi familia y amigos, y especialmente a ti, mamá. All of you have been so supportive since I began my crazy journey, and you’ve never doubted that I would conquer my dreams.

—S. L.





    
Luna's Playlist
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        	Play

        	“Girls Just Want to Have Fun”—Cyndi Lauper

        	“Don’t Speak”—No Doubt

        	“Bitter Sweet Symphony”—The Verve

        	“With or Without You”—U2

        	Pause

        	“We Don’t Need Another Hero”—Tina Turner

        	“Fly Away”—Lenny Kravitz

        	“We Will Rock You”—Queen

        	“Livin’ La Vida Loca”—Ricky Martin

        	“Wannabe”—Spice Girls

        	“This Is How We Do It”—Montell Jordan

        	“Everybody (Backstreet’s Back)”—Backstreet Boys

        	“Bye Bye Bye”—*NSYNC

        	Pause

        	“Allstar”—Smash Mouth

        	“Basket Case”—Green Day

        	“Freedom! ’90”—George Michael

        	“Smooth”—Santana ft. Rob Thomas

        	“Wind of Change”—Scorpions

        	“It’s Tricky”—Run-DMC

        	“Ironic”—Alanis Morissette

        	Pause

        	“One More Time”—Daft Punk

        	“It’s My Life”—Bon Jovi

        	“One Way or Another”—Blondie

        	“La Isla Bonita”—Madonna

        	“What a Feeling”—Irene Cara

        	“Bailamos”—Enrique Iglesias

        	“Enjoy the Silence”—Depeche Mode

        	“No Diggity”—Blackstreet ft. Dr. Dre and Queen Pen

        	“Scar Tissue”—Red Hot Chili Peppers

        	Pause

        	“I Love Rock ’n’ Roll”—Joan Jett & the Blackhearts

        	“Iris”—Goo Goo Dolls

        	“Barbie Girl”—Aqua

        	“Macarena” (Bayside Boys Remix)—Los Del Rio

        	“A Quien Le Importa”—Alaska y Dinarama

        	“Higher Love”—Whitney Houston

        	Pause

        	“Oops! . . . I Did It Again”—Britney Spears

        	“These Boots Are Made for Walkin’”—Nancy Sinatra

        	“Africa”—Toto

        	“Ain’t No Mountain High Enough”—Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell

        	“Don’t You (Forget About Me)”—Simple Minds

        	“Rayando El Sol”—Mana

        	“Fast Car”—Tracy Chapman

        	“Help!”—The Beatles

        	“Stayin’ Alive”—Bee Gees

        	“Zombie”—The Cranberries

        	“Believe”—Cher

        	“Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)”—Eurythmics

        	“Killing In the Name”—Rage Against the Machine

        	“Thunderstruck”—AC/DC

        	“Entre Tu y Mil Mares”—Laura Pausini

        	“Welcome to the Jungle”—Guns N’ Roses

        	Pause

        	“Wonderwall”—Oasis

        	“Smells Like Teen Spirit”—Nirvana

        	“(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction”—The Rolling Stones

        	“Heaven Is a Place On Earth”—Belinda Carlisle

    

LISTEN ALONG WITH LUNA:
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Play

You don’t know me yet. But here I stand, soaked in mud, blood stained across my diamond disco dress—and I’m not even sure where I am. My heart is splintered glass inside my chest. Un corazón roto.

How I arrived is a story too twisted to believe.

So let me center myself and take in my surroundings. I’m trapped. I was thrown into a sterile white room with no windows, the closest thing to a jail cell I have ever seen. And the maddening silence makes me wish this place came with a minibar and a lobotomy pick. Anything to help me escape my current reality.

But isn’t that all the rage these days?

People hide behind an online profile, a facetuned image, or a filter—when, in reality, their face doesn’t need a filter; it needs a double cappuccino. Like my mom always said, La cara es el espejo del alma. And how right she was—no matter how much you try to hide, your eyes will always reflect who you truly are. And in my eyes, they found someone who would never back down. I guess I’m difficult. Which is basically why I’m here.

At least they had the decency to let me keep my Walkman. I press the headphones tight to my ears. It will help me tell my story.

Let me introduce myself.

My name is Luna, but lately I’ve earned a few others. You might think I’m locked away because I killed someone—or maybe you think I robbed a bank. Assault and battery.

Not quite. But this year we did create a revolution, and I was there on the front page.

Because this year we were invincible.

Or so we thought.

Now my heart is burned by the flames.

My friends disappeared, never to be seen again.

And the blood is dried on my hands.

My music fades out, and I wipe black tears of mascara from my eyes. I don’t need a mirror to know that I probably look like a hungry, rabid raccoon. The tape has ended, but the story is far from over—so let’s bring it back to the very beginning.

To the first song of the soundtrack of my life.
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“Girls Just Want to Have Fun”

—Cyndi Lauper



I was innocent. She knew it and decided to bury me anyway—silent as a grave. No matter how harmful we know lies to be, each one of us will tell ten to two hundred of them per day. They come in all shapes and colors, from I love your haircut to I have read and agree to these terms and conditions. Some are white and others stained crimson red. But what they don’t teach you is that the most dangerous lies are the ones you don’t tell.

Or at least that’s what I learned the day I got caught for stealing.

It all went down the last day of summer, on one of those Northern Californian afternoons where clouds threatened darkly overhead. Instead of organizing a funeral for our summer vacation, my friends and I enjoyed one last afternoon of saturated fats, inappropriate jokes, and brand-new clothes. It’s not like there was much else to do in our small town anyway.

The Monteverde Mall was always a second home to me, and not just because when I was six I hid in the furniture store until my mom rounded up a mall-cop search party. It was where I experienced my first true deception and mixed all the Play-Doh colors, expecting to get a rainbow and instead got caca brown. I even killed my first gaggle of zombies in the arcade. But most importantly, my family ran the little movie theater in the corner of the top floor, where I had a lifetime supply of radioactive-yellow popcorn.

My mom had given me the day off, so my friends Samantha and Mimi were pretending to be my personal shoppers, though I didn’t remember hiring them. Samantha had her mind made up that I was a pop star partying in Malibu, and Mimi, like a seagull, was distracted by anything shiny. A match made in department store heaven.

“Luna, you’ll be literally irresistible in this,” Samantha said, holding up a microscopic emerald blouse.

“Thanks, but I think it’ll fit you better… it’s too sexy for me,” I told her.

Mimi threw an arm over my shoulder. “Like my mom always says, the sexiest thing you can wear are your values.”

As wacky as Mimi could be, she was always somehow super wise.

“I see how all the guys look at you ever since you got your braces off.” Samantha nudged me. “This year boys are going to be lining up to meet you.”

I smiled. “No blouse, no guy could make me feel luckier than having you two.”

Samantha grabbed my hands teasingly, making me dance with her. “Come on—love and hormones are in the air.”

“Then where’s my gas mask?” I laughed.

“Give it up,” Mimi said. “The last time Luna had a boyfriend, she was eating sand at playtime, and we all know how that ended.”

The rest of our department store experience consisted of Mimi and me pretending that we could afford more than one article of clothing while Samantha spent forever in the dressing room taking selfies in all the clothes. Or at least that’s what we thought she was doing.

As we were wrapping things, up Mimi received a call. She hung up the phone, looking concerned. “I have to go. My cat is fighting my iguana again.”

I would have asked questions but had learned better by this point. Although I did very much care for the well-being of Professor Meowmington and Juanita.

We hugged Mimi goodbye, and she headed for the exit, but not without winking to a guy in the cologne section. Mimi had no problem hitting on anyone at school, not because she was especially confident, but because she lived on her own planet—and it always blew my mind.

Left to our own devices, there was a weird air between Samantha and me.

“I had a lot of fun today,” Samantha said, looking down. “Thanks for inviting me out with you and Mimi… you know how my other friends are.”

“Don’t mention it.” I knew exactly what she meant. Samantha and I were well aware that we came from entirely different worlds.

She was the popular one.

And let’s just say I was made up of different ingredients.

Her life was about beautiful blond hair, social media followers, and grades so high, they set the curve. She was the “perfect” friend, and it had always been that way, ever since we were kids on the same soccer team. We never hung out together at school, but I was the first one Samantha called when she won class vice president or became a cheerleading captain. When her grandmother passed away. When she needed to relax and have fun. Because with me, for better or worse, she could always be herself. She didn’t have to try to be perfect.

“I have to use the restroom,” Samantha said. “Would you mind holding on to this for me?” She extended her orange backpack.

“No problem, girl.” I took it and slung it over my shoulder.

While I waited, I flipped through Limbo—the social media app that had devoured all the others. If you didn’t have a Limbo profile, you practically didn’t exist. My friends and I were always coming up with new dances, having fun with trends, or just killing time. One time Mimi went kind of viral with a kitty-face filter, licking her dad’s elbow, which was hilarious.

Anyway, as I stood there in the department store, a scent drifted up my nose. The divine aroma of white chocolate macadamia, coming from CookieWorld, the bakery just next door. I followed the fragrance, drooling like a bulldog. Samantha seemed a little off, and a surprise cookie would put a smile on her face. But as soon as I crossed the exit, I heard an earsplitting screech.

The sound of alarms.

I hovered awkwardly, confused, until a hand grasped my shoulder, spinning me around.

Store security—a man dressed in a yellow-and-black uniform, with the weathered demeanor of a retired cop.

“Ma’am, I’ll need you to open the bag,” the guard ordered, pointing with his baton. I had almost forgotten I was still wearing Samantha’s backpack. I pulled it off and opened the zipper, finding a cheer team sweatshirt.

“Would you mind showing me what’s underneath?” the security guard added. No longer so tense, I dug a little deeper…

Revealing the sparkle of silver.

A snarl of it—a brand-new space-gray phone, an unboxed smartwatch, a pair of designer sunglasses, and necklaces still with the tags on. There I stood, holding up hundreds of dollars of stolen merchandise, struck to the core with panic.

Samantha was going to steal all these things.

I asked myself how over and over again. How the girl who always followed the rules, who never copied homework, was capable of taking so much merchandise—clearly I didn’t know her as well as I thought I did, which freaked me out.

“You’re coming with me,” the security guard growled, blocking the exit. “It’ll be up to the store manager to decide whether or not you’re going to spend the night behind bars.”

“Jail? I can’t go to jail!” I wailed, pulling away. I was starting to make a scene. Shoppers circled around.

“This isn’t my fault! I didn’t do this!”

The guard raised an eyebrow. “Then who did?”

But I couldn’t open my mouth to utter her name. I couldn’t move. All I could do was stare into her eyes—because Samantha was frozen in place, face blanched, watching the scene unfold from a distance. I waited for her to step forward—for her to take responsibility. But she didn’t.

“If it wasn’t you, then who did?” the security guard repeated.

Samantha. Please say something! I screamed inside my head.

But Samantha said nothing. She was going to let me take the fall for this. Her eyes screamed I’m sorry, and I could see that she’d never intended for me to walk out of the store with that backpack, but everything else about her face told me that this was now my problem. It was her or me, and she chose herself.
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“Don’t Speak”

—No Doubt



It was time to welcome back my old friend anxiety, his impossible cousin anger, and all the disappointment that hung around with them. It was all like a nagging pressure, as if an elephant had stepped on my chest, but I didn’t want to explode. On this day I needed to be a bottle of water—not a bottle of soda. It was something I had learned whenever I was treated differently because of my culture or because of the tan color of my skin. When others would laugh at me because I had a brain fart in class and just Spanish would come out of my mouth, I’d remind myself that I was a bottle, and inside might be a lot of emotions and reactions, but no matter how much the rest of the world shook me up, I wasn’t going to let that pressure detonate. Even if I wanted to scream, I couldn’t sell out a friend.

I just wasn’t made like that.

And Samantha knew it.

The security guard dragged me through the store to a small door in the back, near the fitting rooms. Then he shoved me inside a detention cell that felt more like the bathroom of an interstate gas station. The door slammed shut, and I was all alone—vulnerable and exposed like a raw nerve.

It wasn’t long before I heard the muffled ring of a cell phone on the other side of the door, so I pressed my ear against it. I recognized the voice as the security guard’s, but I could only make out some of what he was saying into the phone.

“I’ve got her here in the back room.… I don’t know. Charges for a shoplifter aren’t pretty.”

That sent my mind spinning. Who could he be on the phone with? How could I, Luna María Valero Iglesias, the girl who never even took a free pen from the bank, be deemed a “shoplifter”? Sure, I was far from perfect. I always left strands of hair on the shower wall like works of art for the rest of my family to enjoy. And when I texted almost there it meant I still had to cross the Great Wall of China, fight a dragon, and find an Ikea exit before getting there. I was someone who hated mugs that tried to force me to be confident. Someone who would love to listen to your life problems—which was why I dreamed of becoming a psychologist. And maybe now those dreams would be shattered.

No college would give a scholarship to someone with a criminal record, and without financial help, my family would never be able to pay my way.

I caught the next sentence through the door:

“That’s all fine.… All right… as long as you’ve spoken with her family first…”

Those words petrified me, because I started to imagine the horror my mother would feel when she received a call from the police—how she would think something terrible had happened, and then how disappointed she would be. What my father would think if he were still alive. The man who’d taught me that my last name, Valero, meant “courage in the face of adversity—coraje frente a la adversidad.” Because a crime, no matter how petty, would draw attention to my mother. And the last thing we needed was to be flagged by Immigration when my mother’s status was under close review. She was documented, but one crime could start a chain reaction that could separate us. All things that Samantha knew.

“Okay then, you know where to find her.… If the owners press charges, she’ll be better off in the hands of a lawyer anyway.…”

The last thing I heard through the door before the call ended. If I was going to need a lawyer, then I would have to sell my left kidney to afford one.

Time dragged on. Hours passed, and just when I thought I’d never see the light of day again, the doorknob began to jiggle and eventually turn. And when the door finally swung open, I wasn’t facing the officers of the law.

No guns. No handcuffs. No SWAT teams in riot gear. Just a woman in a smart business suit, hair pulled back tight. Someone so familiar to me, I could hardly believe my eyes. A woman whose house I had been to a thousand times, a lawyer I had known practically my entire life. And it was then, and only then, that everything began to make sense.

Samantha’s mother smiled and gripped the security guard’s shoulder, forcing a handshake and speaking in a smooth Southern drawl. “Please thank your store manager for seeing it my way.”

“You’re lucky she’s a minor, or this would be a whole different story,” the guard responded.

Relief crashed over me. For a moment I thought I was going to be okay—but Samantha’s mother opened her purse and wrote a check to the department store.

For the amount of three thousand dollars.

“Mrs. Darby?”

“This is the fine for a misdemeanor, so this is how much they agreed to let you go for,” Samantha’s mother explained. “You’re lucky they’re not calling the police.”

She produced a business card and handed it to the guard. “You have a good day now.”

Mrs. Darby led me out of the room. Clearly disappointed by the mess her daughter had made. And when I reemerged into the store, my eyes instinctively went to the last place I’d seen Samantha. She was hovering meekly behind a rack of clothes.

If I hadn’t been so angry, I would have felt bad for her.

I stared her down, hoping for an explanation, but Samantha never lifted her gaze. Instead, she pulled out her phone. She always flipped through her Limbo feed when she was nervous.

Without a word, her mother led us through the parking lot and straight to her jet-black Mercedes. Then she set a course that would take me home. And though she played her classic post-court zen sounds of birds, waterfalls, and rain sticks, it was the tensest ride of my life. Samantha didn’t speak. I kept looking at her, waiting for an apology, waiting for a reason. Ten years of friendship, and she’d tossed me out like trash to save her own skin.

When we finally pulled up to my neighborhood, the Monte Dorado Apartments, the little apartment complex on the outskirts of town, her mother reached back and pushed the car door open, looking disgusted. Then she said something that pierced me with shock. I was expecting her to apologize on behalf of her daughter—or ask to talk with my mother—but as I stepped onto the street, defeated, Samantha’s mother rolled down her window and looked into my eyes.

“Don’t worry, hon,” she said. “You can pay me back later.”

“Samantha, please tell her what really happened. You know this isn’t fair.”

But Samantha turned her head away.

I needed her to be a friend—but what I needed didn’t matter to her.

And that’s when I realized that I was going to have to pay the price for her silence. Three thousand dollars. It was more than I had in my savings account. After working long nights at the movie theater and being an embarrassing beaver mascot at a water park under the sweltering sun for four summers. Samantha knew I’d broken my back for that money. She knew how hard life was for my family.

And just before driving off, her mother added, “Promise me you won’t do it again.”

My eyes flooded with frustrated tears.

“Promise me, Luna, and what happened today will disappear.”

My lips trembled, and I surpressed the rage that threatened to drown me. “I promise,” I finally said, my voice shaking. And like that, the car sped off.



My insides roiled.

I stormed to my house.

How could I be so naive? How could I be so stupid? How could I be so weak? Instead of pulling me out of the ditch I’d fallen into, Samantha had buried me in it. And I let her! She even allowed her own mother to believe that I was a thief.

We’d started hanging out because her parents would pick me up from soccer when my mother was working late. We even had this little whistle that we passed back and forth to encourage each other on the field. To support each other in important moments, something that always kept us close, no matter how different our lives used to be. We were like the sisters we’d never had. But now that was over.

Since my mom’s car wasn’t parked in the driveway, it was better to go nuclear inside than freak out the entire apartment complex. I thanked my lucky stars she kept the theater open late on Sundays. If my mother found out what had happened, she would worry herself into a panic. And the last thing a single mother like her deserved was another complication.

I barreled into my room like a tornado, slamming the door behind me.

I didn’t want to think about Samantha, even if it was all I could do. There were far too many things in my bedroom that reminded me of her. So I was going to destroy all the evidence. Ten years of friendship erased in a matter of minutes.

I was no longer a bottle of water.

I was pumped full of adrenaline and mixed with disappointment, so that I’d become a bottle of soda—full of explosive Mentos.

I ripped our favorite band poster off the wall.

I mutilated the Cristiano Ronaldo soccer jersey she’d given me with a pair of scissors. Then I shredded a Real Madrid poster that she’d gifted me for my seventeenth birthday. I knew it was dramatic, but I didn’t care. I was a heat-seeking missile for everything that reminded me of her. Then, through blurry tears, I scrambled for my phone. I needed backup from the one person who could help me through this. Who would always tell me if I had lipstick on my teeth. Someone who reminded me of the Spanish side of my family—honest, for better or worse, and with all the love in the world.

But when I took my phone and started pouring out my heart, Mimi wasn’t surprised.

“Luna, if someone is trying to bring you down, it’s because they’re already below you,” she said. “What Samantha did was really messed up. Crazy. But everyone knows she never had a problem stepping on other people while she clawed her way to the glittery top.”

Mimi wasn’t pulling any punches, but she was right.

Samantha and I belonged to different worlds, and in hers all the invisible rules of popularity applied—I was just naive enough to think that the relationship we had after the bell rang was the real one. And Samantha wasn’t afraid to make enemies at school.

“Samantha’s friends have been calling me a freak ever since I got a beautiful cuddly iguana and dyed my hair pink,” Mimi said. “But who doesn’t want to look like a delicious strawberry gum? Whatever. They’re the worst. Everyone knows it.”

The more I talked with Mimi the better I felt, until at one point she even had me laughing with her very Mimi comments. “Samantha has a bee complex. She thinks she is the queen, but in reality she’s just an annoying insect.”

For the first time that night, I was smiling through the tears—convinced that the things she said should be printed on T-shirts, or at least framed in the Guggenheim. Now that I was a little calmer, I went to the kitchen to retrieve my “I give up on life” guilty pleasure: chocolate ice cream and hot sauce.

It wasn’t going to solve my problems, but neither would broccoli.

“Samantha doesn’t deserve a friend like you, Luna. What happened was a good thing, because now you know the truth.”

“Thanks, Mimi. You’re so right. I’m already over it.”

“That’s my Loony,” she said, calling me by a nickname she’d given me back in elementary school. Before hanging up, Mimi left me with a few warm parting words. “Don’t forget how brave you are. After all, you’re the only person I know who cuts her own bangs.”



I lay down in my bed and pulled out my phone. It was time to erase Samantha’s digital footprint from my life. Whether it was posts on social media, video games we played together, or pictures on my camera roll. But now it wasn’t about anger, or rage. It was about my own self-respect. It was about truth.

So I kept deleting. It was empowering. I was no longer going to live in Samantha’s shadow. I was on the warpath. But what happens on the internet stays on the internet.

Something I was about to learn in the most hard-core way.

Because in that moment I found the Video.

I didn’t even know it existed, but there it was, divinely out of place.

It was the night of Samantha’s Halloween party last year, and because her parents weren’t home, she decided to make it a rager. I was never much of a drinker, but Samantha was a pro. She dressed like a Disney princess but was drinking like it was Pirates of the Caribbean. And after everyone had gone home, I was left to take care of the star of the show. I had never in my life seen a princess so wasted. Covered in her own vomit, with her face mushed into an entire greasy meat-lovers pizza, Samantha recorded the wrong video with the wrong phone.

And it was brutal.

In a drunken stupor, she’d trashed her friends and everyone who wasn’t her friend: the popular kids, the guy she was hooking up with, the class president, the athletes, and the mathletes. Her teammates on the cheerleading squad. No one was safe. I was surprised she hadn’t gone for me—I guess the battery had died before she’d gotten the chance to.

I never was supposed to have that video, but there I was, marveling at it—as if I had my very own Picasso in the palm of my hands. Beautiful and grotesque all at the same time.

The world needed to see this work of art.

If I was going to get scapegoated and lose all the money in my bank account, then the school deserved to see Samantha for who she really was. She wouldn’t get to pretend that she was so perfect anymore.

So I opened up my Limbo app and uploaded the video from an anonymous account. And then I finally clicked post, publishing the video to Limbo, releasing with it all the bad feelings of the day. Then I shared it with Mimi, flipped my phone on silent mode, and hopped in the shower. And as I washed the bad vibes away, I reminded myself that tomorrow would be a fresh start. An opportunity to put the past behind me. To kill it on the first day of school. And I told myself that my problems couldn’t get any worse. Little did I know, they would grow into monsters.
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“Bitter Sweet Symphony”

—The Verve



In psychology there’s this thing called Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It’s the theory that, in order to reach your full potential, you have to have all the building blocks of your life set in place underneath, and like all cool things, it’s in the shape of a pyramid. At the very bottom you’ve got your physical needs like food and water; then come safety, love, and esteem. So let’s imagine you don’t have any food in the fridge. The next day you’ll steal your friend’s lunch, and then they won’t like you. And without their support you’ll never accomplish your dreams of becoming president and making Taco Tuesday a national holiday. One by one as the building blocks are threatened, your entire pyramid comes crashing to the ground.

And it was about to happen to me on the first day of school.

That morning I woke up to the disturbingly happy jingle of my cell phone alarm. Past me always had a funny way of torturing future me. I stumbled into a pair of shoes and slathered on makeup. Nothing was going to hold me back—no matter how wounded I felt. I wasn’t going to dwell on what had happened yesterday, and I definitely wasn’t going to worry my mother about it. That was the last thing she deserved.

“Luna! ¡Hija! Come drink your juice or it’s going to lose its vitamins!” my mom called from downstairs.

“I’ll be there in five seconds!” I yelled back, buying myself another five minutes. I cleaned up the fallout in my room from the night before, spritzed my favorite sweet-peach perfume, and flew down the stairs while scrolling through my Limbo feed.

There were the typical first-day-of-school posts: a couple of avocado toasts, a leaping Chihuahua in slow motion set to rap music, and perfect bullet journals ready to be filled. But the whole time I was feeling weird about uploading that video to my spam account—the second account I used for stalking crushes. Even though it was anonymous, I was starting to regret what I’d done.

So I deleted the video, erasing my angry mistake.

My mother suddenly shrieked, making me jump out of my skin. She pointed to my ripped blue jeans. “¡Ay, Dios mío! Why is my beautiful daughter dressing like the walking dead?” She grabbed my face and started scrutinizing. “And those puffy eyes! What are you doing with those bags under your eyes? You didn’t sleep well?”

It was clearly residual emotion from the day before—something I hadn’t noticed, but nothing gets past a Spanish mother—and mi mamá, Gloria, was no exception.

“I’m fine,” I said through gulps of orange juice, then puckered my sour lips. “They’re just ideas accumulated in the underneath part.”

My mother swatted the air, signaling that she had given up on me. “Well, with all of those ideas I expect good grades, señorita. And don’t forget to take your jacket!” Which is something she would say no matter what the temperature actually was outside. In my house, maternal overprotection was an understatement.

“Te quiero, mamá. Thanks for caring, but I think I’ll sweat myself to death.”

“I love you too, hija, but you don’t sweat. You glisten. Now take the jacket.” My mother kissed me all over. I was well aware that the difference between a terrorist and my mother is that with a terrorist, you can always negotiate.

Before taking off, I left a coffee on the table with a pinch of cinnamon and vanilla, just the way she likes it—because mornings are tough for mothers, too. Especially widowed ones. Then I strode out of the house in a puffy coat, looking like the Michelin man, and jumped into my prehistoric SUV, old enough to be “old” but not old enough to be “cool”—like that awkward phase in between haircuts. I gripped the steering wheel, my head up and ready for the day—whether I’d have to face Samantha or not.



I came.

I parked.

I sauntered—down a hall of colorfully painted lockers, where back-to-school banners hung expectantly, eager to welcome us back to the magical world of public education. There was a buzz of excitement as everyone showed off their new outfits and recently developed body parts. The air was thick and full of energy, like Black Friday before the violence. One kid even left his signature on the wall in mucus.

It was chaos.

I went to El Dorado High—which means “golden” in Spanish, but in English it must mean “chronic amnesia,” because I’m lost trying to figure out how we have all these planets in our solar system, but all the stupid people wound up here. And the first day of school was no exception, because everyone at El Dorado High had already gathered in their respective social groups—from the athletes to the mathletes—and of course, hanging around the vending machines was the popular crowd: the Goldens.

They were faker than an influencer’s breakfast.

I was happy to not be a part of any group.

As soon as I reached my locker, I heard a voice.

“Loony! There you are!” Mimi hugged me from behind like a lemur. “I’ve gotta say, that video you sent me is next level. All this time Samantha acted like she vomited rainbows, but she’s a lowly mortal like the rest of us.”

“Yeah, I know, right…,” I said, still feeling guilty for posting it.

“You know I’d bite anyone I need to for you?” Mimi smiled.

“Can you imagine if you actually did that?” We laughed, and I threw an arm around her. “Thank you for having my back, but I honestly just want to forget about yesterday.”

“I know just the thing.” Mimi reached into her pocket and pulled out a bag of assorted jelly beans. “Shall we?”

“Please be a strawberry,” I prayed as I reached inside the bag.

Mimi was convinced that whatever flavor you chose on the first day of school would predict your destiny. And although I did not vouch for its accuracy, I couldn’t afford to take the risk of not knowing—even Samantha used to join us. But the last few years, I always pulled the same flavor.

Lemon-lime.

That was so me. A little sweet, a little sour, and almost nobody’s favorite. Sure, I had friends, but most people didn’t notice me. I was smart enough to get into some honors classes, but I definitely didn’t have the grades for an academic scholarship—so my only real bet for college was soccer. Though, as I sifted through the bag, I got the feeling that things were going to be very different this year. And that proof came when I pulled my hand out.

“Black licorice,” I said.

Mimi gasped and hit it out of my hand.

“What does it mean!?”

“I don’t know. But the last time I got one of these I almost drowned,” Mimi explained. “Remember when my parents sued the water park, and we got all that money? Let’s just say it means anything can happen.”



We were on our way to our first class when I heard the sound. The outburst of laughter—and as we walked past the rainbow row of lockers, we realized phones were sounding out all over. Everyone was huddling in circles, whispering, laughing.… Only now did I realize that the positive vibes of the morning had been replaced by something less innocent.

I looked at Mimi. “What’s going on?”

She seemed as clueless as I was, but then her phone buzzed. It was Limbo.

My body rushed with adrenaline. As Mimi scrolled down, we saw edited pictures and remixed videos of a saucy Samantha, accompanied by all kinds of text:

WHEN U LEAVE HOME AND RUN AWAY WITH PAPA JOHN.

HELP HER! 1-800-555-4357. DRUG & ALCOHOL HOTLINE.

PLS CALL NURSE’S OFFICE. TOO MANY PPL STABBED IN BACK!

FINALLY I’M NOT THE ONLY PERSON WHO HATES ALL OF EL DORADO HIGH.

To be honest, I laughed at first, because a few of the comments were genuinely funny—but as Mimi scrolled and scrolled, I realized that many of the Limbo videos already had tens of thousands of views.

Which stole the breath right out of my chest.

Because Samantha was trending.

“Um, did you share that video with anyone?” I asked Mimi.

“Just some friends from the yearbook club… and Miranda…” She looked down guilty.

“And who did they share it with?”

“I don’t know, their friends, boyfriends maybe…,” she went on. “But, Luna, the algorithm picks what it wants. Samantha talked trash about her own friends, and they have tons of followers. Maybe that’s what pushed it out.”

I looked around. Samantha’s friends were huddled over a phone, laughing. And at the center was the undisputed king of the Goldens.

Axel. The alpha social media star. Every school has theirs—some bigger than others. But let’s just say Axel was larger than life. He had, like, a million followers. His friends loved him because after he got big, everyone in his orbit started gaining followers too, and the whole town loved him because he put El Dorado on the map. His fans drooled over his little hoop earring and perfectly messy hair, but I could never get past his arrogant smile, and the fact that he and his friends would call Mimi a freaky lizard girl. Like being different from them was a bad thing.

He and his girlfriend, Jade Laurent, were the closest thing to royalty where we lived. She was adored for having led the cheer team to the state championship last year, which scored the school a major sports grant to build a new gymnasium. They were the kind of supercouple that traveled the globe and sold teeth-whitening strips with a promo code. And they had the power to make Samantha’s life a living hell.

When Samantha saw the video, she would know that I was the one who had leaked it. But I hadn’t meant for this to happen. I comforted myself, thinking that at least with the truth out in the open, maybe Samantha could stop taking herself so seriously. Samantha had spent her whole life constructing a perfect image, and maybe she could stop obsessing over it so much—she could finally relax and be happy with herself.

But this isn’t that kind of story.
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“With or Without You”

—U2



With the scent of blood, the sharks came swimming. There was always someone who was slightly less popular than Samantha. Received lower grades than she did or had less money to flaunt. And because Samantha was anything but humble, every single person she ever crossed wanted to take a bite out of her.

I was in third period when things hit another level.

We were all pretending to be interested in our teacher’s love life in order to waste class time when I saw that Samantha was seriously going viral. She even had her own hashtag:

#BackstabbingSamantha.

There were already 1.3 million Limbo posts.

Emotional abuse in more than one language—which meant this was going international. Everyone was getting in on the action.

I tried to report the videos, but no matter how many I flagged, it was no use—they just kept coming. So then I started replying to the assholes to try to make them stop, even if it was a long shot. Sure, Samantha had betrayed me, but this was no longer just a callout. This was a public execution.

I spent an entire class period hiding my phone under my desk, arguing with random strangers, but it was clear that things were only getting worse.

It wasn’t until lunchtime that the axe fell.

The world has been a crazy place these last years, and I’ve learned that one of the greatest threats in any moment of catastrophe is misinformation. An infodemic, they call it. Lies spread and multiply at an alarming rate—eating away at us until we’ve lost all sense of what is true and what is false.

Mimi and I inched forward in the lunch line.

“Luna, why do we eat cafeteria food, pumped full of chemicals, when soap is made of honey, coconut, and vitamins?” Mimi said, nervously fidgeting with her sleeves and studiously avoiding looking around at our laughing classmates.

I didn’t have the crayons or the time to explain it to her. I wasn’t doing much better, anxiously tearing a napkin to bits. It was like I could physically feel that Samantha was suffering, but I guess that’s what comes naturally after ten years of friendship.

And then I saw her.

For the first time ever, Samantha was eating by herself. She usually hung out with the Goldens, but today she sat in the corner, at a table that was always vacant, near the spoiling trash bins—pushing around peas and carrots, without a single person to talk to.

Samantha was all alone.

It was like the whole school was practicing social distancing all over again, but with her as the virus. There was a tension in the air, so thick you’d need a machete just to traverse the cafeteria. People whispered under their breath and over their lunches, judging from a distance as if she were a specimen to be examined.

Then Samantha looked up and found me—catching my gaze through the passing crowd. It was only for a moment, but that moment was enough. It was a look that screamed, I’m lost, Luna, and I don’t know how to stop this.

At the center of all the laughter was someone who Samantha knew very well—someone who had once solidified Samantha’s spot among the Goldens. The captain of the wrestling team. One of the most aggressive assholes of El Dorado: her ex-boyfriend Vince.

He was one of those kids who’d gone through puberty late and ever since had been trying to prove that he was man enough, even if it meant being a douchebag. You know the scientific theory that we all descended from the same common ancestor as monkeys? Well, Vince was the proof.

His friends were already teasing him.

“Samantha is still way out of your league, dude, even after that messed-up rant.”

“I mean, she said you don’t have enough muscle to fill out a size small T-shirt and that you shop in the kids’ section! Are you going to take that?”

“You know, she said you even have a little—”

“ENOUGH!” Vince screamed. Clearly the teasing was getting to him.

Vince suddenly stood, grabbed his tray of food, and started moving toward Samantha like an ominous cloud before a storm. And it wasn’t long until all eyes were on him, his letterman jacket, and the grin across his face.

What happened next played out in a matter of seconds, though in my mind’s eye it unfolded in slow motion. Vince headed straight for the trash can. I hoped he would just throw away his lunch and leave it at that. But in that moment he made one of the nastiest moves I had ever seen. No person deserves to be treated like an animal—or fed like one either.

Vince flung his pizza at Samantha.

“Now you get to be as ugly on the outside as you are inside,” he snorted.

Samantha was dripping red with sauce.

First the entire cafeteria fell silent. Then chatter echoed across the room.

“Oh. Oops.” Vince fought back laughter. “Wow, I really do have good aim.”

“Don’t be an asshole, Vince,” Jade called from her throne at the Goldens’ lunch table.

“Well, I didn’t mean to do that,” Vince scoffed. But he was like that—the kind of guy who would break his opponent’s arm on the wrestling mat and claim it was an accident. The Goldens hadn’t taken a side in the breakup, but today Vince was making sure that the lines were clearly drawn. All eyes were on Samantha to see what she would do next.

She stood up slowly, smeared in pizza sauce, and began to whimper, wounded and helpless. She clamped her eyes shut, so that maybe this would all end. And from that hopeless void, tears began to pour.

Not a single person came to her defense—too afraid to become a target themselves. For the first time in my life, I truly experienced bystander syndrome. Why take the risk to help, when someone else can do it? Even Mimi was speechless, motionless.

No one held out a helping hand.

Instead, they held up their phones and started to record.

Samantha took off into the crowd, stumbling for an exit. Tripping and then having to pick herself up. Soon she was swallowed by a crowd so hungry to be entertained that they were willing to film the heartless scene unfolding before them.

In that moment, a switch flipped inside me. All I had was rage. My eyes burned red with tears. Because for once, I felt like I had nothing to lose.

I stormed through the cafeteria until I was standing in front of Vince, staring into his eyes. “You’re a monster,” I told him.

But Vince just burst out laughing. Right in my face. “No braces anymore, huh? Lola?”

“Luna,” I corrected.

“Well, Luna, you were a lot prettier before you opened your mouth,” he jeered, his friends cackling along behind him. “Go eat your lunch with your loser friends and leave me alone.”

Vince turned away and went for his yogurt, which pissed me off even more, so I hit it out of his hands, splattering mixed-berry delight all over his fresh white Nikes.

Now all eyes were on me.

I was officially making a scene.

“No. Not until I’m done with you,” I said. But then he did something I didn’t expect. This dark look came over his face, and he stepped dangerously close to me. For a split moment I feared for my own safety.

Call it female instinct.

I wasn’t sure what to do, but I knew I wasn’t backing down.

“Let it go, Vince. It’s not worth it.” Someone from his crew put a stern, restraining hand on his shoulder. And that someone was Vince’s best friend—the tall, hazel-eyed leader of the Goldens. “I’m not asking you. I’m telling you,” Axel warned.

Axel and his friends were always taking challenges, racing cars, partying, or pulling pranks—and often getting suspended for them—so a fight was nothing new. But having been held back, Axel was a year older—which meant a year more developed than everyone else. And Vince was clearly intimidated, because he finally backed down, huffing off.

Axel looked smug, like he was expecting me to clap and thank him, but I think he was just trying to make himself feel better for hanging around with such assholes. Then he turned to me. “Why do you care so much anyway? Samantha talked trash about everyone.”

“You don’t say things you don’t mean when you’re drunk? Are you perfect or what? Actually, don’t even reply to that one. Nobody deserves what Samantha’s going through.”

“Well, you’d better get over it. You know she was embarrassed to have you as a friend.”

His words stung, deep. So I stared into Axel’s gaze before leaving and lashed out, wanting to hurt him as much as he’d hurt me. “Looks like the rumors are true—the only smart thing about you is your phone,” I said. “If it wasn’t for all your followers, you’d be alone too.”

I turned my back and stormed out of the cafeteria. Mimi was reeling behind me, gushing about how epic that was, but all I could think of was what had happened to my oldest friend. The girl with the bedazzled Pomeranian that I’d help walk, and who I’d then show how to dance flamenco in my room while eating mango chili lollipops. The girl who screwed me over but never deserved this.

And I was thinking that I was no longer uncategorically plain and just lemon-lime.

On the first day of school, I’d unintentionally created my own new category, separate from everyone else at El Dorado High. All eyes were on me, for better or worse.

Because as dangerous as Vince and his friends were, the rules of high school were about to be flipped upside down—just none of us knew it yet.



We always talk about how lethal the click of a gun can be, but no one ever talks about the click of the smartphone. Whether it’s a gunshot or a screenshot, lives are altered forever. It has the power to take down your favorite hamburger chain. Blackmail your parent’s company. Or trash the reputation of your oldest friend.

I barged into a bathroom littered in glittery graffiti and used gum and kicked open the last stall on the left—where Samantha used to always hide when the drama got too real. But this time every stall was empty. And I could only imagine all the messed-up thoughts spinning in her head. Because Samantha always thought she had to be perfect and successful to make her parents proud, and now, because of my video, that life was over.

I stormed into the science building. The locker halls. No luck. Just before resorting to school security or finding a teacher, I finally realized where she was.

Her car was in the parking lot, in the spot awarded to the student body vice president. The cute orange Fiat 500, with the black-and-gold cheerleading sticker on the back bumper.

I approached the window, and there she was, sitting in the driver’s seat, her head buried in her hands. Broken. I reached out to touch her, but we were separated by glass. “Samantha, I’m so sorry.”

She didn’t respond.

“I never wanted this to happen. You know me.…”

Silence.

Then a muffled sound came from her phone.

It was her Limbo app.

She was receiving a torrent of DMs.

They just kept coming in. And with every one, Samantha’s sobs only grew louder and louder. Because those messages weren’t texts.

They were more like bullets.

And each one ripped through Samantha’s heart. Bombarding a broken girl with every comment imaginable.

UR A BACKSTABBER!

NO ONE WANTS YOU AT EL DORADO.

YOU SHOULD BE ASHAMED OF YOURSELF.

WITH FRIENDS LIKE U WHO EVEN NEEDS ENEMIES?

I pressed a hand against the window, trying to get her attention. “Samantha, this school sucks. The whole world sucks. People are rotten inside. Ignore them.” I tried to cheer her up. “They all deserve to get stabbed with sporks! I’ll help you!”

Samantha finally pulled her head up, turned slowly, and looked into my eyes. Then she put her hand on the glass, where mine was, so that maybe in another world they would touch. “Don’t you get it?” She smiled weakly. “I’m no better than they are. Maybe I deserve this. Look what I did to you.”

With that, Samantha threw her Fiat into gear and took off.

I chased after the car.

But Samantha was already gone. And there I was, standing alone in the parking lot, cursing myself for not having said more. For not having done more. I should have been quicker. I should have forced myself inside her car. What she needed was someone who would look into her eyes with love, hug her, and wrap her up in her sheets like a burrito, like we used to do at our pajama parties. She needed a friend.

It’s crazy to think that every year we pass over the calendar day of our eventual death without ever knowing it. Well, that night, Samantha decided to face hers. We wouldn’t learn what she did next until later, but it would mark a before and after in our lives. Because upstairs, in her mother’s medicine cabinet, was a little bottle of prescription medication—and after her mom fell asleep, Samantha would take a pill for every message she’d seen that day.

Finishing the entire bottle—

Of thirty-seven pills.
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I hate to stop the track like this—especially considering what Samantha did, but we will get back to that, I promise. As for right now, I’m bleeding, and bad. And if I lose too much blood, I’ll collapse, and you’ll never find out why I’m trapped in this sterile white cell from hell to begin with. So let’s not be anticlimactic, okay?

I’m going to dislodge the shard of glass from my hip now, and WOW—it really hurts. I’m grunting in pain. Ironically enough, I put the glass there in the strap of my underwear myself, the last time I was face-to-face with them, at El Dorado High. Its edge must have pressed so hard against my skin it cut right into my flesh. Funny, how most tough people in the movies stick weapons in the back of their pants and walk around like total badasses, while I have to cut the tag of the jeans because it itches my sensitive butt crack. As for my little shard of glass, the best part is that nobody knows that I have it. It makes me wonder if I should have threatened them.

Maybe even stabbed them.

Please don’t judge my thoughts yet. Wait until you hear the rest. This is just the beginning. After everything they’ve done to me—to all of us—you would understand, trust me. But then again, I’m not that kind of person. I’m a good girl.

Or at least I used to be.

But the truth isn’t always black and white.

Sorry if my thoughts aren’t making much sense. I’m dizzy and drunk on nerves. I feel strange in this place. Like that awkward sensation when you sleep over at your friend’s house and wake up before they do and share a splendid breakfast with her parents without her.

Wait—

How did I not see this before?! Carved into the plaster wall are notches, tally marks for each day that someone else spent here—someone who wound up just like me. This definitely means something. I’m suddenly realizing that I’m not the first person to be trapped here.
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