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WILONA'S EPILOGUE

I don’t remember much from the outside world, not before everything went dark, and warm, and soft. But I remember my first home.

In there, I felt... safe. Like time didn’t exist. I wasn’t anyone. I wasn’t anything. Just a heartbeat drifting in someone else’s body. My mother’s. Her breath was my breath. Her heartbeat, my sweet lullaby. The world was muffled like it was underwater, and I swear—I swear on my life—I could feel the colors. Blues. Reds. A pulsing kind of gold. I never felt scared, or cold, or wrong. Just floating... like a ghost that hadn’t yet been given a name.

And if I’m honest with you, if I could go back to any moment in my life... it’d be that one.

Before I knew who I was.

Before anyone told me who I was.

But life doesn’t work like that.

I guess if I had to pick the one time in my life where I felt truly... at peace... it would be before I was even alive. Before anyone had a name for me. Before the world could decide what I was or wasn’t supposed to be.

Back then, I existed in a kind of nowhere—

floating in thick silence, curled up like a secret, inside my mother.

Her breath would rise and fall around me like waves. I didn’t understand what she was, or what I was, or what anything meant, but I felt it.

The comfort. The softness of being completely... untouched. Unshaped. Unbothered by the noise of the world.

It was like... I was the center of everything, but I didn’t even have to do anything. I just was. Floating in some endless pool of love and quiet, shielded from sound, from light, from choice. That place—it wasn’t just a womb. It was a whole universe. My first home. My final sanctuary. I didn’t want to leave it. I think deep down, I knew what was waiting outside. I think part of me still wishes I never came out at all.

But of course... that wasn’t up to me.

It never is.

I remember—

or maybe I don’t remember, but I feel like I do—the way everything changed.

Suddenly the space around me grew tight. The warmth turned into heat. Gentle pulses became forceful pushes. I was being crushed. Over and over. Like the world had decided it didn’t want me there anymore. I didn’t understand. I didn’t want to leave. But the walls closed in and shoved me out—violently, relentlessly, like my mother’s body was rejecting me.

That was my first lesson in life:

You don’t always get a choice.

I was born on the 18th of September, 2009.

A Friday.

It was 20:50 p.m. in Caracas, Venezuela 

Calgary Hospital. Room 412.

They tell me the lights were too bright. That I screamed. That I was covered in blood and vernix and the room smelled like sweat and bleach and something metallic. I don’t know if that’s true. But I like to imagine I came into the world angry. Confused. Like my body already knew it had been betrayed.

My mother, Elena Garlando, held me like I was both the best and worst thing that ever happened to her.

She named me Wilona.

Wilona Garlando.

No middle name. Just that. Like she wanted it simple. Like she knew everything else about my life was going to be complicated.

My father?

He wasn’t there.

He missed my birth. Caught in traffic, or maybe just... I don’t know. He was supposed to be.

He told her he would be.

But something came up. It always did.

But I was just born.

I didn’t know anything yet.

Not about them.

Not about the world.

Not about myself.

All I knew was that the place I had called home for nine months had spat me out like it regretted ever holding me. And from that moment on... I never really found a place that fit the same way.

The world was strange from the beginning. Everything outside the womb felt foreign. Loud and fast and way too complicated. Like I had been dropped into a movie in the middle of it with no subtitles. People's mouths would move and sounds would come out, but they never made any real sense. It was like... life was in a language no one ever taught me.

But I remember her face.

My mother.

Elena Garlando.

She had these big green eyes that always looked surprised, like the world was constantly catching her off guard. I remember how she used to lean in so close to me, her smile stretched wide like she was playing a game. She’d pull at the corners of her eyes with her fingers and make this ridiculous face. A dumb, silly smile like she was trying to make me laugh... or maybe trying to hold onto something.

She’d whisper the same words over and over again like they were spells.

“My little bunny. My beautiful bunny.”

Over and over.

Like she was afraid I’d forget.

I never forgot the way she smelled.

She always smelled like strawberry lotion and strong vanilla perfume. The kind that clung to her sweaters and pillows and hairbrushes. That scent followed me everywhere, even in places it shouldn’t have. Like a ghost. Or a warning.

By the time I turned six, the magic was... gone. Or maybe I just started noticing it had never really been there.

Things got weird.

At first, I thought my parents were playing. Like, grown-up play. They’d throw words at each other like darts, shouting things I didn’t understand. And sometimes they’d laugh after. But then the laughs got shorter. The shouting got louder. The sound of glass breaking became normal. Like a soundtrack to bedtime.

They’d always fight in the kitchen. Late at night, when they thought I was asleep. I’d hear plates slam and voices sharpen into knives. Mommy’s voice, brittle and trembling. Daddy’s, low and angry, like thunder trapped in a room.

And then the mascara.

That’s what I remember the most.

The way it would drip down her cheeks in crooked lines, mixing with her tears, staining her face like ink on paper. She’d throw on a coat over her pajamas, wrap a scarf around me, and whisper,

“Let’s go, baby. We’re going to the magical hotel again.” Sometimes it was the Royal Inn. Sometimes the place with the broken vending machine.

I liked the vending machine.

I didn’t understand what was happening. I just knew that when the shadows got loud and Mommy cried like that, we had to leave.

We’d sleep in crisp hotel beds that smelled like bleach and sadness. She’d let me fall asleep watching cartoons, and by morning, we’d pretend like nothing happened.

We’d go home.

Like normal.

But nothing ever really went back to normal. Not really.

Because cracks don’t just disappear.

They spread.

And pretending gets heavy after a while.

But then something happened.

Something I don’t think I ever came back from.

I was nine.

It was supposed to be a fun night.

There was this party. Some kind of family event. I don’t even remember what it was for.

I just remember Mommy spent hours getting ready.

She looked... expensive. Long red dress, hair pinned up, earrings that sparkled when she moved. She looked like someone who was trying really, really hard to be seen.

Daddy, on the other hand, looked like someone who just wanted to get it over with.

But when we got there, they wouldn’t let us in.

Daddy had forgotten the pass.

The invitation, or the barcode, or whatever thing adults forget that ruins everything.

See, Mommy didn't like that.

Mommy flipped.

Not in the dramatic way she usually did, but in this cold, shaking, terrifying way.

Like she was unraveling right there in the front seat.

She kept saying the same thing over and over again—

“I got ready for this? For you to ruin it again?”

“You always do this. You always forget.”

“You always make me look stupid.”

I didn’t care about the party.

I didn’t care about the yelling.

All I could think about was the heat.

It was so hot in the car. Like crazy hot.

57.3 degrees Celsius.

That’s what the doctors said.

But I didn’t need numbers to tell me what my body already knew.

It felt like fire under my skin. My thighs stuck to the seat. My fingers burned when I touched the glass. Every breath felt like I was inhaling smoke.

We got home.

They were still screaming.

Mommy slammed her car door so hard the side mirror shook.

Daddy yelled something I couldn’t hear.

And then—

Click.

The doors locked.

They went inside.

And I was still in the car.

At first, I thought it was a mistake.

That they’d come back.

That they’d realize.

That they’d feel me missing.

But they didn’t.

I banged on the window.

But it scorched my palms.

I tried yelling. But my voice just echoed in my head.

I tried crawling under the seat, but there was no escape.

Only heat.

Blazing, unbearable, unforgiving heat.

Like the whole car had turned into an oven and I was the thing being cooked.

Minutes stretched like hours.

The light hurt my eyes.

I remember my head pounding like it was trying to escape my skull.

A sharp, pulsing headache that drowned out everything else.

Then...

Nothing.

I passed out.

The doctors told me I was in that car for 47 minutes.

Forty-seven.

The doctor said I was extremely lucky that I didn't get a heat stroke.

I don’t remember waking up. Only fragments. Blurry lights. A voice screaming my name like it was underwater.

And the smell—her perfume. Strawberries. Vanilla.

Then frustration.

Because before she called the ambulance, before she even picked me up, Mommy had to scream at Daddy.

Right there on the lawn.

Her voice rising and cracking like something breaking for good.

“You left her in the car! You left her! Are you stupid?!”

Over and over again.

I guess I was the thing they broke that night.

The final plate thrown across the room.

But the truth is...

that wasn’t the night something changed in my parents.

That was the night something changed in me.

One night—

Mommy and Daddy were at it again.

Round whatever. I’d lost count.

The screaming started sometime between my second bite of spaghetti and my third sip of cranberry juice.

It was cold, and the sauce was bland, but it didn’t matter.

I was just trying to finish dinner before the plates started flying.

The fight? I don't even remember what it was about. Something stupid. It usually was.

Something about a missing phone.

Or someone looking at someone the wrong way.

Or maybe it was because Daddy forgot to turn the stove off.

Honestly, who even knows anymore?

All I know is—he was drunk.

Again.

And not just tipsy. Not just fun-drunk.

He was slurring-his-words, can’t-find-his-feet drunk.

But his voice? His voice was sharp.

Like broken glass.

And he used it to cut Mommy into pieces.

She turned her back on him mid-sentence, probably trying to de-escalate like she always did.

But he wasn’t done.

No, Daddy never let someone walk away from a fight unfinished.

He grabbed her by the shoulders.

Spun her around.

And slammed her so hard into the wall, I thought the whole house shook.

My baby picture—

The one where I’m smiling like an idiot with applesauce on my cheeks—

Fell off the wall and shattered.

Just like everything else.

I didn’t scream.

Didn’t cry.

Didn’t flinch.

I just sat there, watching.

I had a front row seat anyway.

Might as well enjoy the show.

It was 50/50.

Could’ve gone either way.

Honestly?

I should’ve bet on Daddy.

He always won.

Because he didn’t fight fair.

He fought dirty.

Then—he looked at me.

Not looked at me, like a dad looks at his daughter.

No.

He looked through me.

Like I wasn’t there.

Like I was just a prop in the scene.

“I hope Wilona here doesn’t end up like you,” he said, his words dripping with venom.

“And I’ll make sure of it.”

He stumbled toward the table—

The table I sat at.

Still twirling spaghetti on my fork like this wasn’t happening.

He had his bottle with him.

Half empty.

Smelled like gasoline and dead things.

He picked up my cup of cranberry juice.

Poured the liquor in until the red turned sickly dark.

Held it to my lips with a trembling hand.

“Drink up, baby.”

I didn’t move.

I couldn’t.

The smell hit me first.

It was sour and sharp, like something had died in that bottle.

Then—Mommy screamed.

She lunged.

Knocked the cup out of his hand—

The drink splashed all over my dress.

My new dress. The white one with the little flowers I liked.

It stained like blood.

Sticky and stinking.

She slammed him into the wall.

Hard.

His head hit the plaster so loud I felt it in my teeth.

It made a dent in the wall.

And then something happened.

He looked up at her—

But not like before.

His eyes were wide.

Terrified.

Like he saw a ghost.

Or maybe got possessed by one.

Then he reached for his bottle—

Raised it over his head.

And Mommy—

(beat)

Mommy grabbed the steak knife from the kitchen counter.

And that’s the last thing I remember.

Because something inside me just—

Shut off.

Like a switch.

Like the lights in a room going out one by one until there was nothing left but dark.

I didn't feel like myself anymore. 

I remember the room more than the conversation.

It was beige. Like, aggressively beige. The kind of beige that felt like it wanted to disappear into itself. The walls, the floor, even the lady’s shoes. A sad color. Sad like waiting rooms and funeral papers.

I was sitting at this big brown desk, my feet nowhere near the ground, legs just swinging back and forth, up and down like a little seesaw. I liked the sound my sneakers made when they hit the legs of the chair. Tap. Tap. Tap. It was a rhythm I could control. That mattered.

Across from me sat the doctor. She looked like a tired bird, all bones and a stiff smile that she’d probably practiced in the mirror that morning. One of those people who always smell like lavender and pencils. She had a clipboard and a soft voice, and she kept saying my name in a way that made me feel like I wasn’t really there. Like I was some kind of patient file.

Mommy and Daddy were sitting beside me. Of course, they were back together again. As usual.

You could always count on Mommy and Daddy to fall apart and glue themselves back together with spit and promises they didn’t mean.

And I remember Mommy looking at me...

Her eyes were wet. She looked like she was holding back this storm.

Like something was broken.

Inside me.

The doctor said a lot of things. Too many, really.

She listed off behaviors, phrases, symptoms.

Words like trauma response and chronic stress.

I didn’t really catch most of it—I was too busy watching a little yellow plane outside the window.

It was flying so slow, but the sound it made—Goodness, it was loud.

Like, rip-through-your-ears loud.

It got me thinking about how weird sound is.

How it travels slower than we think. How it takes its time, like it wants you to feel it before you actually hear it.

Kinda like pain.

It sneaks up on you, even when the damage’s already done.

And then I heard it.

Just one sentence.Like the words had been waiting in line, behind everything else, until they forced their way into my ears.

“Dissociative Identity Disorder.”

I mouthed the words to myself.

Diss-sou-sia-tiff.

Eye-den-tity.

Diss-ordah.

It sounded like a riddle. Like a puzzle someone had scribbled on the wall of my brain.

Basically, the doctor said I might not always be me.

Or—parts of me might not know each other.

I didn’t really get it, but I felt it.

Like someone had just told me something I already knew, deep in my chest.

I looked at Mommy again.

Her mouth was smiling, but her eyes weren’t.

That smile was fake. I knew it was.

I’d seen her real one. That one was warm, loud, and smelled like vanilla and strawberries.

This one smelled like pity. She bent down and picked me up. Held me so tight I thought I’d float away.

I didn’t understand anything that had been said.

Not really.

But I liked that hug.

I liked it a lot.

Because in that moment... I didn’t care who I was, or how many of me there were.

I was just her daughter again.

And that felt nice.

Even if it wouldn’t last.

Now that I’m older, I think I finally get it.

Mental Illness isn’t real until someone gives it a name.

Until someone says it out loud in a room that smells like hospital hand sanitizer and instant coffee.

Until it’s scribbled on a paper, underlined twice, and attached to your name like a barcode.

That’s when it becomes real.

I wish I could’ve stayed ignorant.

Wish I could rewind to that beige room, swing my legs faster, louder, block out every sound the doctor made with the sound of my sneakers slapping against the chair legs.

I wish the word—Dissociative Identity Disorder—never made it into my vocabulary.

Because before I knew it existed, I was just... living.

Strange, yes. Confused, often. But I was still just me.

Or at least, I thought I was.

I remember Mommy once told me, real softly, like she was telling me a secret she wasn’t supposed to, that I came out of the womb a beautiful baby girl—with the prettiest eyes and a cry that could melt hearts.

But unbeknownst to me... I had a couple of wires crossed.

She smiled when she said it, like it was quirky, like it made me special.

Like I was a broken toy with a unique charm.

And then she’d go and buy me all these puzzles. Stupid little jigsaws and number games.

Called it “brainfood.”

Told me, “It’ll help you untangle all those wires, baby.”

I never liked them.

Never told her that either. She always looked so proud when she handed them to me, like each box was some secret medicine wrapped in cardboard and plastic.

The fights... they stopped after the diagnosis.

At least, in front of me they did.

But I’m not stupid.

I’m really not.

They just took the battle elsewhere.

A new arena. One I wasn’t invited to.

No more glass-breaking symphonies in the kitchen.

No more mascara trails down Mommy’s cheeks.

No more running to the car in my pajamas, heart pounding, wondering if we were going to another hotel.

They just disappeared more often.

Out. Separate. Together. I don't know.

Always out.

They left me with a babysitter.

Her name was Reese.

She was sweet, sort of. Had these long red nails and always wore hoodies too big for her.

She called me “babe” and made mac and cheese that always tasted a little burnt.

She brought her boyfriend over all the time.

They’d sit on the couch, smoking cigarette after cigarette, talking about people I didn’t know, laughing like I wasn’t even there.

I hated cigarettes.

Hated the way the smoke curled around the lights like ghosts with sharp edges.

Hated the smell.

Still do.

But I never told Mommy. Never told Daddy.

I don’t really know why. Maybe I didn’t think they’d care.

Maybe I knew they were too busy burning each other down in another zip code.

That’s when I started noticing the tendencies.

My reluctance to say the right thing.

The whispers.

The fact that “I” didn’t always mean the same person.

That I could be happy at 2PM and someone else entirely by 3.

And even though no one said it out loud yet,

I could feel it.

I was ten when I got enrolled in a new primary school. It was one of many, actually—I moved around a lot. Mommy always said it was because we were “searching for the right fit,” but I knew what it really meant. I was the problem. I had to be. No one ever came out and said it, but I felt it in every side-eye glance, every whispered conversation behind closed doors. It’s strange how kids can carry guilt for things they didn’t cause—how silence becomes the loudest answer.

Like I said, once you learn how sick you are, it’s like your body just... starts reacting to that knowledge. Like it hears it loud and clear and then builds a new reality around it. I didn’t know much back then, but I understood that I wasn’t like the others. And that kinda scared me.

I didn’t blame Mommy. Or Daddy. Not really. I mean, what could they have done differently? They didn’t choose this for me. Even when they were shouting and fighting, even when Daddy said awful things and Mommy looked like she was disappearing right in front of me—I still believed they loved me. In their own strange, broken way.

But the kids at school? They didn’t love me. They didn’t even like me. They treated me like something gross that crawled out from under a rock—like an intruder in their world. I don’t even know why. I really don’t. But deep down, I get it. I was different. I didn’t talk the way they did, or laugh when they laughed. I never quite matched the rhythm of the group, never knew when it was my turn to speak, or when I was supposed to stay quiet. My brain always felt like it was lagging just a second behind everyone else’s, like I was always trying to catch up to a conversation that had already moved on without me.

I remember one day in particular. It still sits with me like a scar that never fully healed.

It was a Tuesday. I remember that because Mommy made me wear that itchy white blouse she said looked “so smart and grown-up,” and I hated how stiff the collar was. The day started off like any other. Camille and her gang were waiting for me. Camille—she was the queen bee. Pretty. Loud. Cruel in that casual way that made it look like a game. And the others followed her like baby ducks following their mother, mimicking every word, every sneer, every laugh.

They called me names. They always did. Sometimes it was “Loony Wilona,” other times “Patchy Brain.” Once, Camille asked if the doctors were still trying to fix my broken head. I think that one stuck with me the most. For some reason.

But that day... it was different. They were louder. Meaner. Like they were putting on a show. It was like they wanted everyone to see it, to join in, to laugh. And the worst part? Some of them did laugh. The teacher didn’t say anything—Ms. Cortez. I’ll never forget you. She just stood there at the front of the class, pretending not to hear. When I looked at her, she just whispered, “Kids will be kids, Wilona.” Like even SHE was scared of Camille and the gang. Like those words were supposed to comfort me. Like being tormented was just a rite of passage.

Class ended and I stayed behind to gather my things. Camille had pushed my pencil case off the desk on her way out, and it skidded across the floor like it was trying to escape, too. I bent down to pick it up, and that’s when it started—this throbbing in my head. Not a headache. Not exactly pain. More like... pressure. Like something was building up inside of me. Like something was whispering right under the surface.

I don’t know what it was saying exactly. I just know that it wasn’t me. Not the usual me, anyway.

There was this overwhelming urge. A feeling I couldn’t explain. Not anger. Not sadness. Just... a heaviness. Like I was being dragged under the surface of something dark. I picked up the red pen from the floor—my favorite one—and held it in my hand longer than I should have. My fingers curled around it tighter and tighter. I don’t know why I left it out while I packed everything else away. I just did.

When I stepped into the hallway, it was packed with students, voices echoing off the walls like a hundred conversations happening all at once. But all I saw was Camille. She was alone. That never happened. She was walking with this casual sway, like she owned the place. Like nothing she’d ever done to me mattered.

And then the feeling in my head got louder. It was like static. Like my brain was tuning into a different channel and I couldn’t find the off button. My heart was beating so fast it felt like it was trying to break out of my chest.

I clutched the red pen like it was something sharp, something with weight. I don’t know what I planned to do. I really don’t. I just know that I wanted her to feel something. To know something. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to hurt her or scare her or just make her stop. But my body was moving before my brain could catch up.

The worst part is, I knew nobody could stop me. Not even myself.

Everything else around me disappeared. The noise, the crowd, the walls. It was just me, the red pen, and Camille’s back moving further down the hallway.

And then... nothing.

I don’t remember what happened next.

Not really.

Just flashes. Screams. A teacher yelling. My own breath, coming out in heavy gasps. A hand pulling me back. Red ink on my hands—but was it even ink? I don’t know. I honestly don’t.

Later, when the principal asked what happened, I told them I didn’t remember. And I wasn’t lying. That was the scary part. I really didn’t. It was like someone else had stepped into my skin for a moment. Like my body was still mine, but my mind had left the room.

And that’s when I started to believe it. The diagnosis. The one that doctor had talked about while I was staring out the window at the yellow plane.

Dissociative Identity Disorder.

Back then, it was just words.

Now, it’s my whole life.

And sometimes I still wonder... what would've happened if I’d never picked up that red pen.

Anyways, I got expelled from that school. No surprise there, really. They said it was because I “posed a threat to the learning environment,” but never once did they ask why I acted the way I did. Never tried to understand. Just tossed me out like I was another issue on their desk they didn’t feel like dealing with. Mommy didn’t even fight it. She just nodded with tired eyes, like she saw it coming. Like she was already used to doors closing in my face.

After that, I started homeschooling. It was just me and Mommy most days, trying to make sense of textbooks and lessons that felt more like distractions than anything meaningful. I didn’t mind, honestly. The silence felt safer than hallways filled with whispers and laughter that wasn’t meant for me. That went on until seventh grade.

But it was the year of eighth grade when everything really fell apart.

Daddy got incarcerated.

First degree murder. That’s what they said, anyway. I still don’t know what exactly happened. Mommy wouldn’t talk about it—just paced the living room back and forth like a ghost trying to retrace its steps. The court said he was guilty as charged. Life sentence. No possibility of parole. It was all over the news for a while, but I refused to watch it. I didn’t want to know what they said he did. I didn’t want to see his mugshot. I didn’t want to feel anything.

I begged Mommy not to enroll me in public high school with that kind of weight on my back. I didn’t want to walk into a building full of strangers with a last name that might trigger a headline or a memory. But she didn’t listen. She made up some excuse about how the paperwork had already gone through, how it was “time I returned to the real world.” But I knew better. She was tired. Tired of carrying me, tired of being alone with me all day, tired of herself. And maybe she thought the real world would knock me back into shape.

Surprisingly, it didn’t affect me the way I thought it would. I didn’t cry about it. I didn’t spiral or lash out. I just... compartmentalized it. Tucked the truth away in some hidden drawer in my mind. Whenever someone asked about my father, I said I didn’t have one. That he was gone. I let them assume he was dead if that’s what made them feel better. I never said his name. Never brought him up. Never corrected them.

We had monthly visits with him in jail. Me and Mommy would sit at those cold, metal tables with the bulletproof glass and watch him shuffle in like he was made of concrete. At first, I didn’t want to go. But weirdly enough, those visits gave us something resembling peace. He was calm in there. Quieter. Like being caged took the fight out of him. And for once, there were no screaming matches echoing through the walls of our home. Just silence. Stillness. Safety.

Mommy didn’t handle it well, though. When she got the call about his sentence, she shattered. She stopped eating. Stopped sleeping. Just sat on the kitchen floor some days, staring at the same corner like it held answers. I remember sitting across from her one night, watching her pick at a piece of toast for the third day in a row. I told her I wouldn’t eat until she did. Just said it flatly. No anger. No pleading. Just facts. She looked at me like I’d slapped her, and that night, she finally ate something.

High school wasn’t so bad, surprisingly. The first year was almost... normal. I didn’t tell anyone about my past, and no one asked. I kept to myself, but I wasn’t bullied like before. Maybe it was because I didn’t give them anything to work with. I wore a mask every day. Not the kind you can touch or see, but the kind that makes people forget you're even there. And it worked.

I didn’t ask questions anymore. I just logged it in my mental file cabinet and kept going.

Because that’s what you do when you’ve been carrying too much for too long.

You just keep going.

The 9th grade was amazing. Like, actually amazing. For the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like a complete outsider. The classes were decent, the teachers didn’t look at me like I was a ticking time bomb, and I even made a few friends—people who didn’t know about my past, who just saw me for who I was now. That was enough for me. At least, for a while.

But then, something happened. Something new. Something... different.

I had been chosen to address the school during a morning assembly. It was something light-hearted—announcements, a couple club shoutouts, maybe a cheesy joke or two. Nothing serious. I remember standing on that stage, my palms sweating, microphone in hand, scanning the sea of faces in front of me. Everyone looked either half-asleep or completely disinterested. Typical high school audience, really.

But then, the jocks in the back—of course it was them—started making noise. Loud, obnoxious, boyish howls, throwing up weird signs and yelling obscenities. It was like they couldn’t handle a quiet moment without trying to set it on fire.

Normally, I would’ve ignored it. Or at least tried to.

But then something hit me.

My head began to pound—not in the familiar, chaotic way where I feel the edges of my mind blur and disappear. No. This was something else. Something eerily focused. There was this sound in my ears, like frogs croaking. Over and over and over. Not real frogs. Just this guttural, rhythmic noise that took over the space where my thoughts used to live.

I didn’t black out. That’s what made it weird.

I didn’t lose control... I gave it away.

Willingly.

And I liked it.

It was like I stepped aside in my own mind and let someone else sit in the driver's seat, while I just watched from the back. I wasn’t gone. I saw everything. I heard every word that came out of my mouth. But it wasn’t me talking.

My tone changed. Slower, smoother. My smile curled into something smug, like I was in on a joke nobody else got. My eyes squinted as if I already knew what I was about to say would sting, but I didn’t care.

And then I went in.

I pointed out each jock in the back—by name. By name. Described them one by one like I had been studying them for months. Mocked their losing streaks, exposed how little effort they put in at practice, how their girlfriends cheated on them or how their egos were bigger than their GPAs. I spared no one. I became the roastmaster of the morning assembly, and the whole auditorium was stunned into silence. Some people even laughed.

The principal had to gently take me off the stage, practically dragging me away from the microphone while I was still mid-sentence, cutting into one of the quarterback’s daddy issues.

And you know what?

I didn’t feel bad.

Not even a little bit.

I felt accomplished.

Like I had finally stood up for myself—even if it wasn’t really me doing it. It was this new... part of me. One that didn’t take disrespect. One that spoke slower but thought faster. One that didn’t care about consequences.

It was the first personality I met that didn’t come out of fear or panic.

It came out of choice.

It was like finding a switch. An ON button. A tool, a shield, a weapon. And now that I knew it was there, I couldn’t help but wonder... when could I use it again?

And what would happen when I did?

Anyways, now I know I have two separate personalities other than my usual self.

I didn’t know what to think at first—how do you even begin to process the idea that you’re not the only you inside your own head? But over time, I’ve learned to recognize them. Feel them. So i named them.

Since my name is Wilona, I wanted something that still felt like a part of me. A spin-off, like branches of the same tree—but twisted in their own ways.

The first one, the one I dread the most, is Willow. That’s the crazy one. The one that blackouts happen with. The one who got me expelled back in primary school. When Willow shows up, I completely vanish. It’s not foggy or confusing—it’s just gone. I’m gone. It’s like blinking and suddenly you’re somewhere else, doing something you would never, ever do. Willow is violent. Unfiltered. Straight destructive. I have no clue what she’s truly capable of, and honestly, that terrifies me. She could burn down a building and I wouldn’t even know until the flames were reflected in someone else’s eyes. That’s how far she goes. That’s how deep I disappear. I hate that I can’t keep her caged.

But then, there’s Willa.

Willa’s...different. Still not me, not the real Wilona, but closer. Willa doesn’t take over in chaos—she creeps in, especially when I feel exposed or embarrassed. She's cool. Controlled. Almost elegant. She has this voice that’s slower, smoother. Like she’s always two steps ahead of everyone else in the room. I actually like Willa sometimes. She’s sharp, observant, and smart in ways I’m not when I’m spiraling. When people try to laugh at me or put me on the spot, Willa surfaces like oil on water—clean, confident, and cold. She doesn’t take disrespect lightly.

But here’s the thing—Willa can be cruel. She’s the type to slice someone apart with words and never flinch. And once, I think she stayed too long. I felt her settling into my skin like she belonged there, like she was testing the fit. That was scary. Because in that moment, I didn’t want her to go. She made me feel powerful, untouchable. And that’s dangerous. Especially when you start to crave it.

So, yeah. That’s the trio.

Wilona—me. The girl in the middle. The observer, the peacekeeper, the one still trying to understand how we even got here.

Willow—the hurricane. The chaos. The one I never see coming and can never remember.

Willa—the mask. The manipulator. The smooth-talker with a steel blade hidden in her voice.

It’s like we’re roommates in the same skull, and I never know which one’s going to answer the door.

That’s my mindset on things. For now, at least.

I still say the 9th grade was my favorite. Hands down, no debate. That year gave me something I never thought I’d have—a place. A real one. That’s the year I met The Velvets.

My group of girls. My sisters. My soulmates, honestly.

There are six of us in total. Untouchable. Each of them so different, so vivid, yet we just click. It was instant—like fate just sat us all at the same lunch table and said, "Yep, that’s it. That’s the crew." I love them to death. They’re the first group of people—especially girls—who didn’t look at me sideways when I told them about my personalities. They didn’t laugh or act scared. They listened. And then they loved me harder.

They adopted me. Took me in like I was always one of them, like I just got lost on the way to the group. With them, I don’t feel like I have to brace myself. I feel safe. I feel loved. I feel like me.

We named ourselves The Velvets because we all have this softness to us, this elegance—but we're also rich, layered, complex. Like velvet. We wear it sometimes too, to school events. Coordinated outfits. It's a whole thing.

First, there’s Tamika Appolis, the fearless leader. She’s fierce, stunning, and has this natural way of owning any room she walks into.

Then, there's Amber Flanell. She's the brainiac with a sharp tongue and perfect eyeliner. Quiet until she speaks, and then everyone listens.

After that, we have Cassidy Leukes. The fashion icon of the group. She’s basically a walking magazine and could kill you with a look.

Then we have the amazing Jaydine May. Very chaotic. The joker. She keeps us laughing but will also throw hands for any of us.

To top it all off, the lovely Tyler Seconna. Definitely the calm one. Soft voice, deep thoughts. She’s the glue that holds us together when things get heavy.

And then there’s me—Wilona Garlando. Or Willow. Or Willa. But mostly just... me.

We took over the school, no lie. Everyone knows The Velvets. We have the biggest table in the cafeteria, right near the windows, under the skylight. Every guy wants a shot at us. Every girl watches us when we walk in. Some with awe, others with envy. We don’t bully, we don’t look down on people—we just shine, and people either bask in it or burn trying to get close.

And I love them. I love them.

They’re my sanity, my balance. They never treat me like I’m broken or something to be handled with gloves. They accepted Willa and even joke with Willow sometimes—though we all know to tread carefully there. We have nicknames for each other, little bracelets we wear, even a group playlist that we update weekly.

The last time I saw them was just before summer break. We hugged outside the school gates like it was the end of an era. We promised to meet up after the first day back, grab coffee, and catch up like nothing changed. I’ve been counting down the days.

I'm finally coming back home.

And I cannot wait to see my Velvets again.
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Chapter 1: Baby, I Hate Me.
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The air back home was thicker than it had been in Finland. Wilona could feel it the moment the plane landed—Venezuelan humidity clinging to her skin like clingwrap, a harsh contrast to the soft, pine-scented wind from the north. Finland had been... refreshing. Quiet. Peaceful. And more importantly, it had been fatherless.

She and her mother had stayed in a small town outside of Helsinki, visiting distant family members that barely spoke English but made up for it with hospitality and a whole lot of fish dishes. Her mother had actually smiled a few times on that trip—an expression Wilona hadn’t seen on her in what felt like years. It was the closest thing to a vacation they’d had since... everything.

Now they were back, standing in the middle of their slightly dusty living room, surrounded by bulging suitcases and bags.

Wilona's mother, Elena, had her hands on her hips, biting her lip and staring at the luggage on the floor. Her eyes sweeping over the bags.

“Start with the kitchen, okay?” her mom said, already dragging a zipped-up duffle toward the hallway.

Wilona blinked at her. “You mean, right now?”

Her mother gave her the classic mom stare. “Yes, right now. You said you wanted to help. Don't forget, baby.”

“I remember,” she replied, already backing toward the door. “I just... also remembered—we’re out of bread. Like completely. I’ll run down to the corner store and grab a loaf. Maybe two.”

Her mom narrowed her eyes, not fully buying it but too tired to argue. “Fine, but I'm not getting started with your room. Be back in twenty. Thirty tops.”

Wilona was already out the door.

She had no intention of buying bread. She didn't even have money on her. She just needed to feel the neighborhood again. She needed to check in with... her people.

Her first stop was a small, cluttered apartment at the back of a duplex three blocks away. The paint was peeling, and the door had a squeaky hinge she had grown fond of. She didn’t knock—just turned the knob and let herself in. The room smelled like pizza crusts, plastic, and lemon-scented cleaner.

He was exactly where she expected him to be: seated cross-legged on the floor, playing some weird retro game on a dusty handheld console, his glasses halfway down his nose, slick black hair perfectly parted. Professor-like. Always.

When he saw her, he dropped the console so fast it bounced on the carpet.

“Wilona,” he whispered, like a ghost had just walked through his wall. “Dear heavens... I—”

She smirked and kicked the door shut behind her. “I know what you wanna say—you thought I was dead, huh?”

He scrambled to his feet, smoothing out the wrinkles in his sweater vest, unsure whether to be offended or relieved. “You disappeared. For months. Without warning.”

Wilona walked past him casually, opened the mini fridge with both arms, and leaned in like she was shopping. “Relax. I was in Finland,” she said, grabbing a cold ThunderPop and cracking it open with a satisfying hiss. “Family thing.”

He blinked. “Finland?”

“Yeah. Cold. Lots of snow. Tasted some weird meat. I think it was elk. Or wolf.”

His eyes widened in horror. “My stars.”

She flopped onto his couch like it was her own and took a long sip. “Don’t freak out. I'm back now.”

“Is your mother... alright?” he asked, still standing awkwardly in the middle of the room like he didn’t know what to do with his hands.

“She’s fine.” Wilona waved her hand like she was swatting away a fly. “Just had to leave. Air was getting thick, you know?”

She didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t press. He never did.

With that, she stood up and walked back to the door, not bothering to close it behind her. He called after her, voice barely a whisper: “Goodbye, Wilona...”

But she didn’t hear him. She was already halfway down the steps, sipping her drink and humming something that had been playing on the airplane.

He stood there for a long time, staring at the empty doorway.

Her next stop was louder.

A purple muscle car sat parked at a tilted angle in the driveway two streets over, its hood popped and engine completely exposed. Grease glistened in the afternoon sun like ink on skin. A teenage boy with wild curls was elbow-deep in the engine, arguing with his father—an older man with oil-stained fingers and a cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth.

“I’m telling you, the torque wrench is overkill for this!” the boy barked.

“It’s precision, Jayden. That’s why we use it. Unless you want to strip the bolt again, like last time.”

Wilona slid past the fence like a ghost, her ThunderPop still in hand. She leaned against the mailbox, watching the scene unfold.

Jayden noticed her first. His face lit up, then turned confused. “Yo... Wilona?”

She raised her hand lazily. “Hey, grease monkey.”

His dad squinted. “This the girl you keep talking about?”

Jayden ignored the question. “You’re back? Already?”

Wilona shrugged, walking up. “I never said I was staying gone forever. Finland was cute, but kinda cold for my taste. What’s up with this thing?” she said, tapping the purple car’s hood.

“Rebuilding the engine block,” Jayden said, puffing his chest like it was an award-winning project. “She’s gonna purr when I’m done.”

“More like explode,” his dad muttered.

Wilona smirked and took another sip. “You missed me, didn’t you?”

Jayden flushed. “I—no. I mean, yeah. Maybe. Shut up.”

She laughed and leaned against the car, letting the sun soak into her skin. This was what she missed. Home. People. Chaos.

Before Wilona left the driveway, she paused beside the purple muscle car, glancing into the open hood. The boy and his dad were still arguing, grease on their hands and sweat on their foreheads. Without missing a beat, she pointed lazily at a single bolt near the edge.

“That thing,” she said, her voice smug and distant. “That’s why you're struggling.”

They both stopped mid-sentence and looked at the bolt. The dad scoffed, but Jayden’s brow furrowed. She turned on her heel and walked away without another word, a slight smirk pulling on her lips.

A few minutes later, Jayden adjusted the bolt—and the engine clicked back into place. He blinked, looked down the road where she had disappeared, and shook his head in disbelief. She didn’t even know anything about cars. And still.

The sun started bleeding orange across the sky as she made her way toward Abrie Street, slipping past Lexus Street like muscle memory. The little corner store sat on the edge like always, white walls humming with flickering lights.

The automatic doors opened with a loud whoosh, and the lights hit her like paparazzi flashes. She walked in like she was walking onto a stage—twirling, spinning, arms out in a dramatic dance that made her hoodie sway. She didn’t stop at the snacks or the drinks. She glided straight toward the counter, grinning.

From the end of the aisle, a voice broke through:

“Yoooooo!! Wilonaaaaa!!”

She caught sight of Conor S'Villa, half-hiding behind a shelf of cereal boxes. He had on the company polo shirt and a lanyard, like some reformed high school delinquent turned employee-of-the-month. She reached the counter, hopped up on it like a gymnast, and flung her arms around him in a tight hug.

“Man, you’re so corporate now, bro,” she teased, eyeing his nametag and scanner gun.

Conor chuckled, his smile reaching all the way to his temples. “Yo, how you been?”

She sighed, rolling her eyes with playful exhaustion. “Finland. Cold. Awkward family dinners. Too much fish. I’m already tired of telling the story.”

They talked a bit more, catching up between the beeping of his scanner and her dangling legs from the counter. Outside, the sun dipped lower, leaking shadows into the corners of the street.

Wilona noticed the change in light and winced. “Shoot. My mom’s gonna flip if I’m not home.”

She hopped off the counter, kissed Conor on the cheek, and snatched a bag of crisps from behind the till.

“I’m taking this. Don’t be a snitch.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he grinned.

She didn’t come home until just after 10 PM.

Her mom was already in the living room, sitting with folded arms and tired eyes that had waited too long. Wilona closed the door quietly, tried to sneak in unnoticed, but her mother’s voice cut the silence like a blade.

“Where were you?”

Wilona shrugged. “I went to the store, ma.”

“For five hours?”

“I... ran into people. Talked a bit.”

Her mother stood now, her voice rising. “You think I’m stupid? You think I don’t know what you’re doing? You’re out there with those kids, drinking, doing drugs—”

“What?! Mom, no!”

“You're lying to me, Wilona. I know how this goes. I see the signs.”

Like a reflex, Wilona’s tone flipped. Her chest tightened, and her voice grew sharp. “You think I’m some junkie now? Seriously? Maybe if you stopped projecting your fear onto me for one second—”

“Don’t you speak to me like that!” her mother snapped, stepping forward. “You think I don’t worry? You think this is easy for me, raising you alone while your father—”

“Don’t bring him up,” Wilona barked. “You always do this. You think just because he messed up, that I will too.”

Their voices climbed higher and higher, like a fire growing hungrier with each spark. Her mother’s eyes welled up, not just from anger but exhaustion. From grief. From years of holding too much.

Wilona turned, stormed to her room, and slammed the door.

"Don't slam my doors!" her mother yelled in the muffled sounds outside of Wilona's door.

She collapsed onto her bed, the bag of crisps falling to the floor. The silence afterward was deafening.

Wilona’s room was quiet—too quiet. The hum of the distant streetlights, the slow creak of the house settling, the gentle whistle of night wind pressing against her windows—it all fell into the background as something heavier began to take shape within her.

She lay on her bed, limbs sprawled, the ceiling above her a blank, pale canvas. Her head started to pound. Not a migraine, no—it wasn’t that kind of pain. It was dull but deep, vibrating behind her eyes and at the base of her skull like a trapped thing trying to claw its way out.

She reached for her pillow and held it close, clutching it like a lifeline. Tears gathered quietly in her eyes, spilling without the dramatics of sobs. It wasn’t sadness. Not really. It was a pressure, an ache, a storm with no shape.

Whatever this was, it wasn’t Willow. She knew Willow. The chaos, the rage, the blackouts and blank spaces. And it wasn’t Willa either. Willa was smooth, sharp-edged, the queen of manipulation and verbal daggers. No—this... this was different.

It was her, she realized. But raw. Unguarded. Whatever mask she wore, whoever she became to cope—this feeling broke through all of it.

She sat up slowly, her breath shaky, the room tilting slightly as she moved. Her fingers trembled as she reached for her phone. Her screen was a harsh glow in the darkness, almost scolding her for even thinking a little piece of plastic could save her. But she opened her messages anyway.

Kathleen.

She hadn’t thought about Kat in a while—not since that last awkward encounter outside the El Recreo Shopping Mall, when they’d both smiled politely and waved from opposite ends of the parking lot. Childhood friends, primary school desk mates, sleepovers filled with snacks and silly pranks—but life pulled them apart like clothes on a drying line, slowly and without warning.

Still... Wilona needed someone. Anyone.

Wilona: hey

Wilona: are you home?

Wilona: i rlly need to talk to someone rn

Wilona: please kat

Wilona: please

All grey ticks. No response. The silence hit harder than she expected.

Her head throbbed more violently now. That creeping, awful feeling surged in her stomach like nausea without a cause. Her heart pounded, mouth dry. She wasn’t sure whether to cry or vomit or disappear entirely. The room felt like it was shrinking around her, pressing in on all sides. She bit down on her pillow, muffling a scream she didn’t want to give her mother the satisfaction of hearing.

She couldn’t lose control. Not now. Not in front of her.

Her fingers moved again, desperate. Another message. Another grey tick. She scrolled to the call button and hit it.

Nothing.

She tried again.

Still nothing.

Third time. Fingers white from gripping her phone so tightly. Then—

Click.

A quiet connection. A breath on the other end. Then a voice, thin and distracted:

“Hello?”

“Kat,” Wilona breathed, voice already cracking. “It’s me. I— I literally need you right now. Please. I don’t know what’s going on, I feel like I’m— like I’m losing it. Are you busy? Can you come over?”

There was a pause. It wasn’t dramatic. It was just... flat. Empty air that said everything before words even formed.

Kathleen’s voice came low, like she was trying not to be heard. “I’m... I’m with a few people right now, Wilona. I can’t.”

Wilona blinked, stunned. “Wait—wait, what? Kat, please, I wouldn’t call you if it wasn’t serious. I need to get out of my head. Just—five minutes. We don’t even have to talk. Just come over. I just need someone—”

“I’m sorry.” Kathleen cut in. Her tone wasn’t angry. Just impatient. Like Wilona was a text she forgot to respond to. “I really can’t. I’m sorry.”

“Kat, please. Just—please.”

But the line went quiet again, and then with a soft click, it ended.

Gone.

Wilona stared at the screen. Her chest tightened. It wasn’t just the call. It was what it meant. That maybe—even the last threads that connected her to the before were snapping now. That even Kat, the one person who’d known her since her buck-toothed awkward phases and silly pranks, didn’t want to hold space for her anymore.

A different kind of silence settled in then.

Heavier.

Lonelier.

Wilona lay back on her bed, still clutching the phone, still blinking tears out of her eyes. The ceiling hadn’t changed. The world hadn’t changed. But something in her had.

And she was scared.

Wilona sat upright, her blanket tumbling from her lap like a fallen crown. The heat in her cheeks lingered from the argument with her mother, from the call with the Kathleen, from the nothingness that followed. She stood, barefoot, and walked over to the window. With a soft creak, she lifted it open, letting the cool night air press against her skin. Her arms folded against the chill, but she didn't close it.

The moon hung heavy in the sky, its light spilling like silver milk onto the sleepy streets of her neighborhood. The road outside shimmered under the glow, so familiar yet somehow distant. She watched the streetlights flicker and the trees dance in the wind. It should’ve calmed her—but it didn’t.

What Wilona didn’t know—couldn’t know—was that people change.

And Kathleen Ortega had changed.

—-
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The line went dead. Kathleen held her phone a second longer, the screen still lit with Wilona's name. Her thumb hovered over it before she locked it and dropped it onto her lap with a quiet sigh. The silence in the car was thick, the kind that clung to your skin. The muffled beat of house music throbbed in the background, leaking through the cracked car windows, pulsing like a second heartbeat.

The inside of the car was dim, washed in the dull orange hue of a distant streetlamp. Kathleen sat alone in the driver's seat, slouched low, eyes barely open, staring at the worn leather of the steering wheel in front of her. She didn’t speak. She didn’t move.

Reaching down, she slipped her hand into her side bag and retrieved a crumpled pack of cigarettes. Her fingers were steady as she slid one between her lips. A flick of the lighter, a sharp inhale—and the ember glowed to life, casting a red halo against her tired face.

The first drag burned. She let the smoke settle in her lungs a little longer than usual.

Knock-knock-knock.

A loud, playful bang on her window shattered the heavy stillness. She jumped slightly, eyes flicking to the figure outside.

“Tashnique,” she mouthed to herself with a faint grin.

Tashnique beamed on the other side of the glass, her hair bouncing as she yelled something muffled by the music. Kathleen cracked the window just enough to hear.

“You can’t be brooding on my birthday, girl!” Tashnique laughed, tugging on the door handle.

Kathleen exhaled a lazy cloud of smoke and unlocked the door.

The second it swung open, the bass from the house down the street hit like a wave. The entire neighborhood seemed to throb with it—blue strobe lights flashing from high windows, shadows of dancing figures in silhouette behind gauzy curtains. Cars lined the sidewalk like ornaments on display. The mansion at the end of the street loomed—three stories tall, marble steps, neon accents. Tonight, it was the temple of teenage sin.

“You alright, sweetie?” Tashnique asked, tugging on her arm. “Who had you all pensive and mysterious in the car, huh? Who got my baby on speed dial?”

Kathleen’s eyes flicked to her phone. She thought of Wilona. The trembling voice. The desperation. The way she still clung to things that didn’t exist anymore. Kathleen’s jaw tightened.

“Nobody,” she said, flicking the ash out the door. “Some annoying pre-school buddy. Come on, let’s party.”

Tashnique gave her a playful shove and squealed, “Yesss! That’s the energy I want! Come on, Kathleen Ortega doesn’t brood—she slays.”

Laughing now, they climbed the stairs together, arms linked. The doors to the mansion opened wide, swallowing them in sound, in lights, in bodies and glitter and heat. This was Kathleen's world now. Smoke, bass, lies, and laughter.

And in her room a few blocks away, Wilona sat by the window, watching the stars, still waiting for a friend who no longer existed.

Kathleen Ortega definitely wasn’t the same person Wilona remembered—the one who used to wear rainbow socks with jelly sandals and collected sticker albums like precious treasure. That girl was long gone. What stood in her place now was someone harder, quieter, always watching from the edge but never fully present.

She didn’t walk through the door of the mansion—she owned it with her stride. The bass of the music hit her chest before she even stepped inside. It was so loud it felt like it was coming from inside her skull, rumbling behind her eyes and down her throat. The hallway lights flashed purple and pink and strobe white, cutting through shadows and turning the dancing silhouettes into something surreal, like a music video in slow motion.

Tashnique walked ahead of her, parting crowds with the boldness only a birthday girl could carry. She spun in her tight silver dress, flashing her tongue ring under the flickering lights. Kathleen yelled: “Where’s Harry?”

Tashnique leaned in close just to hear the response. “Backyard! Supposed to be at the back! You paid already right?!”

Kathleen gave a quick nod, her jaw tight, and kept walking.

Mi Gente boomed through every speaker in and outside the house now, reggaetón beats shaking the very floorboards as they cut through the living room, passed a group of guys dancing around a glass hookah, and out the sliding glass doors. The backyard looked like something out of a high-budget film—fairy lights strung across trees, two pools glowing an unnatural blue, and bodies pressed together in little circles of chaos and conversation. The air reeked of cheap perfume, weed smoke, and the synthetic sweetness of spiked punch.

Past the pools and into the back corner stood a separate structure—a warehouse-looking unit that once served as a garage but was now transformed into something else entirely. The heavy metal door was half open, neon light bleeding from the seams. They didn’t hesitate; they walked right in.

Inside, the vibe shifted. It was quieter in a strange way—less about music, more about muttering. Dim red lights glowed from beneath steel tables, and a slow, echoing playlist played something ambient and hollow, like it was meant to slow your thoughts and lull your body.

There, in the back, stood Harry.

He leaned against a long wooden table, head tilted lazily to the side, brown curls spilling from under a tight beanie. His eyes, always a little fogged over from something, lifted to meet Kathleen’s and his mouth twisted into a crooked smile. He looked almost pretty in the dim light, if not a little dangerous.

“Yo,” he muttered with a slow grin, sticking out a fist. “You ready? This that new new stuff, girl.”

Kathleen gave him a bump, but her eyes were already locked onto the table. There, sitting upside down, was a red Solo cup—its top hiding something underneath. She didn’t need to ask what it was. She already knew.

She turned slightly, reached back for Tashnique’s hand—cool and glittered with sweat from the dance floor.

“I paid for Tash too,” she said firmly. “Both of us are gonna do it. You got enough?”

Harry gave a long, drawn-out sigh. His shoulders sagged in melodrama. “Urgh, seriously? I got other drops to make tonight. You know that.”

“You can’t say no to the birthday girl,” Tashnique said, chiming in with a bright wink and the kind of smile that melted resistance. She leaned in, batting her lashes.

Harry held her gaze for a beat, then gave a low chuckle, licking his lips. “Fine. If you weren’t so fine, I woulda sent you away.”

From his coat, he pulled a small ziplock bag—the powder inside fine and bright, like artificial snow. He opened it with careful hands, as if it were something sacred, and poured out a clean line next to the red cup.

Kathleen reached forward slowly and lifted the cup with practiced ease. Beneath it: another line, perfectly cut. The warehouse light glinted off the surface, making the white powder sparkle just slightly.

Harry gave her a nod. “Two lines. One each. You sure she can handle it?”

Tashnique scoffed. “Please. This ain’t my first rodeo.”

Kathleen didn’t speak. She just looked at the lines. She looked at them like they were escape routes. Like they could carry her to a version of herself that didn’t feel like she was constantly underwater.

She bent down, her necklace dangling, and without ceremony, inhaled sharply. The world didn’t stop—but it slowed. Sounds muffled. Her limbs felt lighter. Her thoughts fuzzed around the edges.

She leaned back, exhaled, and passed the rolled bill to Tashnique.

Tashnique took her line like a sip of champagne—fast and practiced—and stood straight, blinking. She laughed once, short and high. “Woo. That’s tight.”

Harry just smiled and stuffed the bag back into his jacket. “Told you. That’s new. You two have fun tonight. I gotta bounce.”

He walked out without another word, the metal door clanging behind him.

Tashnique grabbed Kathleen’s hand and pulled her toward the couch on the far side of the room. “Come on, girl. Let’s sit. I feel like my skin’s vibrating.”

Kathleen sat, sinking into the cushions, her heart fluttering like moth wings. 

The warehouse smelled like rust, stale beer, and lavender incense someone must've lit hours ago and forgotten about. Tashnique sat cross-legged on an old velvet couch, head tilted back, eyes half-lidded, laughing in that weightless, stoner giggle that always came after the high kicked in. She was mid-sentence—something about a guy who tried to flirt with her using a rap from 2012—but the words blurred together as Kathleen’s mind drifted.

That’s how it usually went. Tashnique was a chatterbox when she was high, and Kathleen... Kathleen became an existential poet without the words. She stared blankly at the industrial lights flickering above, and every crack in the concrete floor felt like a metaphor for something deeper. Her thoughts looped endlessly—her mom’s voice from years ago, Wilona’s unexpected phone call, the way the light hit Harry’s face when he poured the line.

Everything felt symbolic. Or dangerous. Or both.

Tashnique kept yapping, flailing her arms dramatically, nearly knocking over an empty bottle. Kathleen gave a soft, distracted smile, not really catching the story, just letting the rhythm of her friend’s voice drift in and out like background noise.

But then something sharp pulled her mind forward. A hunger. A quiet urgency. It was like her blood spoke up before her mouth did.

She turned slowly and said, “Do you think he left yet? I think I need some more.”

Her voice was soft, but clear. Focused. It cut through the fog.

Tashnique giggled again, assuming it was just another joke. “Yeah, I’m sure he’s still somewhere around here. He’s a snail, actually,” she snorted, mimicking slow footsteps and giggling like she’d made the best joke ever.

But Kathleen didn’t laugh. She stood, too fast for someone supposedly blitzed out of her mind. Her movements were eerily steady, determined. She grabbed her phone from the wooden crate table, the screen already lighting up with a half-typed text to Harry.

“Let’s catch him before he leaves then!” she said with a jolt of intensity.

Tashnique blinked, the smile fading just slightly. “Wait... haha, okay, whoa. Let me stand first,” she said, wobbling upright, still woozy. But Kathleen was already halfway to the door, moving like someone with a plan. She didn’t even look back.

Tashnique scrambled after her, forgetting her phone completely.

—-
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Wilona moved like a shadow under the orange streetlights, her curls bouncing with every step, their definition still perfect despite the evening breeze. The night was warm but she wore her new leather jacket like armor, zipped halfway to show her ruched black top beneath. Tight denim jeans clung to her legs, and her rushed makeup gave her just enough edge—dark eyeliner, a hint of gloss, maybe too much highlighter on her cheekbones, but she didn’t care. She needed to feel something tonight.

The streets buzzed with muted energy. Cars passed by slowly, each one blasting muffled music that bled into the night air—trap beats, old-school reggae, spanish drops that echoed from open windows. She caught the eyes of a group of guys standing on the corner, but she didn’t flinch. Just kept walking, her boots clicking against the pavement, her side bag bouncing against her hip.

Inside her chest, her heart felt like it was trying to punch its way out, but on the surface, she was composed. She had money in her bag—just enough for entry, a drink or two, and maybe something extra if she really wanted to forget tonight.

The party wasn’t far. Just down the street, at the biggest house on Lexus corner—the mansion everyone in the area whispered about. Rumor had it the owner was never home, some rich uncle who left the house with his nephew for “business purposes.” What that meant, no one really knew. But the place was notorious. Loud parties, people passed out on the lawn, backrooms you didn’t go into unless you wanted to disappear for a while.

Wilona didn’t care.

She wasn’t going for the music or the boys or the scene. She was going because her mother thought she wouldn’t. Because the world inside her bedroom was too small, too loud, too suffocating. She needed a different kind of chaos.

As she turned the last corner, she could already see it—the glowing blue from the backyard pool, the lines of cars parked recklessly on the lawn, the silhouettes of people moving inside and outside like moths to a flame. The bass pounded harder now, rattling the fence and echoing in her bones.

Wilona stood at the edge of the driveway for a moment, watching the party pulse in front of her. The night was still young, but something in the air felt heavy. Like a fuse already burning.

She tightened her grip on her bag and took a breath.

Then she walked straight in.

Wilona walked through the arched doorway of the mansion like she owned it. The lighting was dim, shifting between violet and turquoise from the LED strips running across the crown molding, but even in the haze and darkness, she was a silhouette impossible to ignore.

The second she stepped in, heads turned. Conversations dropped mid-sentence. A few guys near the stairs exchanged wide-eyed glances, while a girl by the kitchen actually elbowed her friend and whispered, “That’s her, that’s Wilona.”

See, Wilona wasn’t just pretty. She was a Velvet. Back at school, that meant something. A name that carried weight, allure, and mystery. And among the Velvets, she was the crown jewel. With cascading curls that glimmered under the house lights, skin smooth like polished amber, and lips that could disarm a teacher mid-lecture, she was a presence more than a person. Add to that an Instagram account with over 555,000 followers, brand deals, and whispered rumors of a collab with a certain pop artist—Wilona wasn’t just admired, she was studied.

And so, when she walked in, the crowd couldn’t help themselves. Like a wave rising in the ocean, the energy shifted. 

People began whispering, and then someone shouted “Wi-lo-na!” followed by another. Suddenly, a chant began to echo in the room, her name bouncing off the walls like some tribal hymn of reverence. She offered a small smile, that close-lipped smirk she’d perfected in front of bathroom mirrors and ring lights. A red cup was shoved into her hand. She took it politely, nodding, her eyes cool and unreadable.

She never drank. Never smoked. Never popped a pill, not even for a headache. She knew too many people who got lost in that tunnel. People with good intentions and bad pain. Wilona’s demons didn’t come with substances—they came at her worst moments, wrapped in silence, trailing the scent of her mother’s perfume and the sound of glass breaking somewhere deep in the house. That was enough for her. She didn't need anymore.

As the crowd faded back into its chaos, and the chant died down into laughter and music, Wilona slipped away toward the kitchen. Her leather jacket hugged her tightly as she weaved past dancing teens, TikTok-famous couples taking mirror selfies, and dudes trying too hard in designer shoes they couldn’t afford. She passed a girl sitting on a windowsill crying into a vape cloud. Passed two kids making out like the world would end before sunrise.

At the kitchen island, she found the punch bowl. The neon red liquid sloshed with every beat of the music, vibrating like a slow-moving storm. She took the ladle, poured some into her empty cup, and stared at it. The smell was strong—too strong. Something in her gut twisted.

Wilona paused.

She held the cup mid-air, eyes locked on the surface. It shimmered under the light. She could feel the pull, but not from the drink. It was something else. A voice in her, subtle but sharp.

Don’t.

She placed the cup back on the counter gently, as though setting down a loaded gun. Her fingers lingered on the rim for a moment before pulling away.

The time on her phone read: 23:51.

Her mother was definitely asleep by now. The woman had probably screamed herself into exhaustion again, throwing guilt around like kitchen plates. The house they shared was cold—beautiful, well-decorated, but emotionally barren. 

Everything inside it was a performance. But here, in this house filled with sweat, glitter, and chaos—Wilona felt something real.

A warmth. A shared rebellion. Even if it was stupid, even if it was fleeting—it was human.

She stepped away from the kitchen and leaned against the wall beside the beer pong table. A boy she vaguely remembered from third period took a shot and missed. His friends booed him, laughing. Two girls passed by, wearing corsets and Doc Martens, blowing smoke rings from a purple hookah. A slow remix of a Burna Boy track pulsed from the speakers.

People came up to her again. A few photos. Quick convos. “You’re so much prettier in person,” one girl whispered, shaking slightly. Wilona thanked her with a gracious smile. She was used to it. She loved it, even, in a way that scared her.

But when they walked away, and she was finally alone in that corner, Wilona just watched. Observed. The microcosm of teenage life unfolding in front of her—heartbreak, lust, friendship, betrayal, ego. All packed into one night.

It wasn’t peace. But it was something close to it.

She crossed her arms, tilted her head back, and breathed in the music, the sweat, the rebellion.

If only Kathleen could see her now.

Wilona had watched an entire round of beer pong from her spot against the wall, one arm crossed over her body, the other holding a drink she hadn’t touched. Her eyes followed the arc of the ball as it bounced off a rim, dipped into a cup, and was met with the sound of triumphant yells. Around her, the party pulsed with energy—lights flashing, bodies swaying to music that had long since blended into the background noise of laughter, conversations, and the occasional shriek of someone who'd taken one too many shots.

She stood out, even without trying. The curls framing her face were perfect, her makeup looked professionally done, and the fit of her leather jacket screamed effortless luxury. Wilona Garlando wasn’t just a guest at the party. She was the event. People watched her the way you watch someone famous walk into a room—because she was famous, in a way. Over half a million followers and counting, her Instagram grid a glossy mosaic of her life: brand deals, selfies, red carpets, rooftop views, perfectly framed sunsets. Everyone knew her name. Everyone wanted to talk to her.

But she stood quietly, observing the game, detached but present.

Then she heard it—those familiar, slightly heeled footsteps, the soft waft of vanilla perfume.

“Where’ve you been, girl? I really missed you... and needed you,” came a voice that pulled Wilona from her haze.

Candace Amierma. The unlikely science class partner who’d somehow stuck around and become one of the few people Wilona allowed in her orbit. Wilona had always suspected Candace might’ve latched onto her more for the clout than the companionship—but even so, she’d grown fond of her. There was something childlike about Candace’s devotion, and even when she was being dramatic, she brought warmth to the table.

Wilona turned to her with a smooth, slightly teasing smile, but paused when she caught the look in Candace’s eyes. Beneath the usual sass was something softer, heavier. A sadness that clung to her words like perfume that wouldn't quite wash off.

Wilona stepped closer and gently held Candace’s shoulders. “I’m back now, sweetie,” she said, her voice honey-smooth. “Back to stay.”

They hugged tightly—Candace gripping her a little longer than expected—and then settled beside each other to watch the final throws of the match. The energy was loud, chaotic, and for a moment, it felt like Wilona had never left.

That moment didn’t last long.

A loud crash echoed from the kitchen—metal on tile, sharp and jarring. It was followed by a series of low groans and mumbled words that didn’t make sense. A different voice, clearer, panicked, trying to help.

Wilona’s head turned immediately, curiosity flaring in her chest like a spark to gasoline. She glanced at Candace and, without a word, took her hand. They pushed their way through the clusters of people, heading toward the kitchen, which was already forming a huddle of teenagers drawn in by the spectacle.

Phones were out. Cameras recording. Flashes lit up the tension in the room.

Two girls stood at the center of it all.

The blonde girl—probably no older than sixteen or seventeen—was draped over the taller girl like a rag doll. She was clearly beyond drunk, her words slurred to nonsense, her arms flailing as she knocked over an empty bottle and a few plastic cups on the counter. Her head lolled against the black-haired girl’s shoulder, lips mumbling things only she could hear. The taller girl was struggling—not just physically, but emotionally too. Her jaw was clenched tight, her back hunched from the weight of her friend, but there was something deeper, simmering just beneath the surface of her dark eyes. 
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