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I’ve always been different. Even as a kid, I’d rather be alone.

Yeah, that’s me.

I’m pointing at the ten-year-old version of myself

That was the year I decided to get it over with and came out to my parents.

Some people get mad when things change. I was mad that things didn’t change.

I had this whole grand cinematic speech prepared, bracing myself for tears or a lecture or a dramatic family meeting. 

Instead? My mom didn't even look up from chopping cilantro. She just said, "Lo sabemos, mija. Pack your backpack for school." They already knew. I expected more of a reaction. I wanted a clean break, a line in the sand, a sign that the world shifted.

Instead, the universe just shrugged and kept moving, leaving me in the exact same quiet world I’d always lived in.

A world where I felt completely, utterly alone. Even if it was by choice.

"Mariana! ¡Por favor! The court is already here and you haven't even put on the shoes!"

My mother’s voice shatters my trip down memory lane. Right. Back to reality.

Anyways, today is my big day. It’s my Quinceañera. I’m turning fifteen.

For someone who would rather blend into the wallpaper, today is a custom-designed nightmare. I am currently stuffed into a dress that has more layers of tulle than an onion, a shade of pastel pink that makes me look like a walking carnation. The tiara on my head is digging a permanent trench into my scalp.

Today is supposed to be about me, but let’s be honest—it’s actually about everyone else. It’s about pleasing my aunts, making my dad proud during the father-daughter dance, and making sure the damas and chambelanes don’t trip over their own feet during the waltz.

I take a deep breath, looking at my reflection in the full-length mirror.

"I don't overly express who I am. Why should I? It’s nobody’s business but mine." 

But staring at this massive pink dress, I feel like I'm hiding under a mountain of everyone else's expectations.

"Mariana?"

The door clicks open, and Elena steps in. She’s one of my damas, and honestly, the only reason I haven't faked a sudden fever to get out of this whole night. She looks stunning in her matching dress, 

"Wow," Elena says, stepping closer to help me adjust my skirt. "You look... amazing, Mar."

The spotlight is turning on, and I have to go out there and please the crowd.
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If you ever want to experience what a panic attack feels like in slow motion, try standing behind a pair of closed doors while a DJ blasts a heavy beat, shouting your name into a microphone like you’re a heavyweight boxer entering the ring.

"¡Y ahora, con todos ustedes, la reina de la noche... Mariana!"

The doors fly open.

A dozen iPhones hit me instantly. My dad offers me his arm, beaming with a smile so wide his eyes are practically closed. 

I plaster on my best "I am totally happy and not suffocating" smile, matching his step as we walk into the reception hall.

The room is a sea of familiar faces—tíos, tías, cousins I haven't seen in three years, neighbors from down the block. Everyone is clapping, cheering, and crying. 

I keep walking, nodding, making eye contact just long enough to ensure everyone feels included. Smile at Tía Rosa. Wave at Mr. Henderson from next door. Keep your shoulders back. It’s a performance, and I’m hitting every cue.

When we finally reach the main table, the court files in behind us. 

Elena takes her spot just two chairs down from me. As the crowd settles and the music dips, she catches my eye and gives me a subtle, two-finger salute. A little inside joke from middle school. My shoulders drop an inch. I can breathe.

"You survived the walk," 

I turn. It’s Sofia. She’s another one of my damas, but unlike Elena, who has been my rock for years, Sofia is... complicated. She’s popular, effortless, and has this habit of leaning in just a little too close when she talks.

"Barely," I whisper back. "I think the tulle is cutting off my circulation."

Sofia laughs,she gives my hand a gentle squeeze. "You look beautiful, Mariana. Seriously. Don't let the stress ruin it."

I pull my hand back just an inch, pretending I need to adjust my water glass.

What is happening right now?

First Elena back in the bedroom, and now Sofia. I’ve spent the last five years. But tonight, it feels like the lights aren't just on me because of the Quinceañera. It feels like people are actually looking at me. Really looking.

"Mariana, mija," my dad leans over, tapping his watch. "Time for the waltz. Everyone is waiting."

I look out at the dance floor. The crowd is circling up, waiting for the traditional father-daughter dance, followed by the big routine with the court. 

They’re waiting to see the perfect daughter, the perfect friend, the perfect girl.

I stand up, smoothing down the pink dress. Sofia is watching me with a smirk, and Elena is already waiting near the edge of the floor, giving me an encouraging nod.

I have to go out there. I have to dance. I have to make sure my dad gets his moment.

Even if I have absolutely no idea what I want for myself.
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The waltz is a blur of counting beats in my head—one, two, three, spin, one, two, three, step. My dad’s hand is steady on my back, his eyes over, which means I have to swallow the lump in my own throat just to keep him from completely melting down. 

When the court joins in, it gets easier but weirder. Every time Elena passes me in the formation, she gives me this steady, grounding look. Every time Sofia spins by, she catches my eye and holds it a second too long.

By the time the final applause echoes, my feet are screaming, my face hurts from smiling, and all I want is to vanish.

So, I do.

While the DJ transitions into a loud bachata track and the crowd floods the dance floor, I slip away toward the buffet line. It’s tucked in the back corner of the hall, relatively shadowed and blissfully far from the stage. I grab a small plate, my eyes locked onto the tray of mini empanadas.

I reach out my hand, desperate for a distraction.

"You did good out there."

I freeze, my fingers hovering an inch above the food.

I turn my head. Standing on the other side of the buffet table is a girl I’ve never seen before. She’s leaning against the edge of the tablecloth with an effortless posture that I could only dream of achieving in this heavy dress. 

She isn't wearing the standard pastel formal wear everyone else brought. She’s wearing a tailored black blazer over a dark top, her dark hair falling perfectly around her shoulders, and her eyes are bright with a quiet, sharp amusement.

"Thanks," I say, I clear my throat, trying to play it cool as I finally grab the empanadas.

"I only stepped on my dad’s feet once, so I'm counting it as a win."

She lets out a soft laugh. "I didn't notice. From back there, you looked like a professional. I'm Noella, by the way. Noella Pariz."

"Mariana," I say, though it feels ridiculous considering my name is literally spelled out in giant glittery letters above the DJ booth.

"I know," Noella says,"She doesn't look at the food; she just looks at me. There’s an intensity to it, "My parents are friends with your tíos. They dragged me along, but honestly? Seeing you survive that giant pink dress is the highlight of my night."

I look down at the massive layers of tulle. "It’s a lot, isn't it?"

"It’s definitely a statement," Noella says,"But you carry it well. Even if you look like you're plotting a prison break."

I can't help but smile.

"Mariana! There you are!"

My mom’s voice cuts through the air like a siren. 

"Duty calls," Noella says softly,"Don't let them overwhelm you, Mar. I'll see you around."

As I walk back into the bright lights of the party, my head is spinning. Elena. Sofia. And now Noella Pariz.
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By eleven o’clock, I’m back at the main table, picking at a piece of cake I’m too tired to eat, just trying to survive the final stretch of the night.

"Mariana, mija."

I look up. Abuela Elena—not my friend Elena, but my actual grandmother, looking regal in her deep purple dress—is approaching the table. 

Dragged along by her arm is an older woman I vaguely recognize from church, and right behind them is a girl about my age.

"Look who I found wandering by the entrance," Abuela says, She gestures to the girl. "This is Clara’s granddaughter. She just moved here from San Diego."

The girl steps forward,She has sharp, defined features, long dark hair tied back in a neat braid, and she's wearing a simple cream-colored dress.

"This is Camila Ortiz," Abuela announces proudly, giving Camila a gentle nudge forward. "She is going to your high school this year, Mariana. I told her you would show her around."

Camila doesn't say anything right away. She steps up to the edge of the table and just looks at me.

And when I say look at me, I mean she looks at me. For a good, solid minute, her dark eyes lock onto mine.

The silence between us stretches just long enough to get weird before my mom swoops in out of nowhere.

"Very nice to meet you, Camila," my mom cuts in, stepping smoothly between us with a brilliant, practiced hostess smile. 

She pats my shoulder. "Mari is meeting lots of new people today. Thanks for stopping by, clean up is going to start soon but we are so glad you came."

"Nice to meet you," Camila says finally.

I watch her back as she disappears into the crowd.

My mom sighs happily next to me, totally oblivious to the internal earthquake happening in my chest. "Such a sweet girl. It's good you'll have another friend at school."

I just nod, staring down at my plate.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 5

[image: ]


The music is finally dead. 

I’m sitting on a folding chair in the back room, rubbing my bare arches where the heels had practically blistered my skin raw.

The  pink dress is unzipped at the back just enough so I can actually fill my lungs with oxygen.

Through the cracked door of the back room, I can hear my parents packing up the remaining centerpieces.

"She was quiet tonight," my dad’s voice rumbles, "But she looked beautiful, mujer. A real grown lady."

"She did," my mom says. There’s a brief pause, "But did you see how Clara's granddaughter was looking at her? And that Pariz girl by the buffet?"

I freeze, my hand stopping mid-massage on my left foot. 

I strain my ears, leaning slightly closer to the gap in the door.

"What do you mean?" my dad asks, "They were just being polite. Mari is a good girl, people like her."

"It wasn't just polite, Tomás," my mom snaps softly, "Mariana... she doesn't overly express things. She keeps to herself. And that's fine. But she shouldn't do that here."

"Do what?" my dad asks.

"You know what," my mom says,"All her family is here. The tíos, the abuelas, the whole neighborhood. They look at this family a certain way. They expect things. If they knew... if they actually knew about her... they might not accept her. We have to protect her reputation, Tomás. She has to keep her head down. She has to please the family first."

My dad doesn't argue. He just sighs,

I pull back from the door, sitting frozen on the chair.

They already knew. That’s what they told me when I was ten. They said it didn't change anything. But hearing my mom whisper it in the dark. They didn't accept it because it didn't change anything—they accepted it because they thought I would keep it hidden forever. They thought my quiet world would stay invisible.

I pull the zipper of my dress back up, hiding myself away again, bracing for Monday morning.
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The Monday morning bell rings at High school. Freshman year.

I keep my eyes glued to the floor, clutching my schedule so tightly my knuckles are turning white.

I’m wearing a plain navy hoodie and jeans—as far away from pastel pink tulle as humanly possible.

I just want to blend into the brickwork.

I navigate the chaotic hallway in search of locker #101.

"There goes the birthday girl!"

I spin around and a smile instantly hits my face.

Standing right there is Valentina Ximena. Val is my absolute best friend, the kind of person who knows exactly what I'm thinking before I even say it.

She’s leaning against the locker next to mine, her backpack already neatly organized, looking like she’s owned this hallway for years.

"Val," I say, letting out a breath.

I twist my locker combination. "How did you find your locker? School literally just started."

Valentina waves her hand dismissively, "Don’t try to change the question, Mar. Word travels fast. I heard two girls talked to you this weekend. That is so amazing!"

My stomach does a nervous flip. My mom’s whispers from Saturday night echo in my head—they might not accept her if they knew—but before I can even begin to formulate a lie or figure out how Valentina already knows about Noella and Camila, the hallway suddenly goes quiet.

Well, quiet for a high school hallway.

Walking down the center of the corridor is Catalina Lucia.

She is
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