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“Come here, Darla, get into the picture,” Margaret says as she flips her hair and meets my eyes. 

The flickering lights from the pool in front of Ava’s house shine on her beautiful brown hair as an expectant smile settles on her face. 

“I’m okay,” I respond, forcing a smile. 

“Suit yourself,” Margaret responds, a tinge of frustration in her voice. 

They start posing. 

I’m sitting at the edge of the pool with my feet inside the water as they take a picture in front of it. 

Margaret snaps the picture right after she gives me a final glare. 

Her smile doesn’t wither away, although her eyes twist with what looks like anger.

The girls just want to have a fun night and the pool provides them with a background suiting the pictures they want to be taking. 

The others don’t mind me staying out of the spotlight and not joining in. 

But even my un-participatory presence disturbs Margaret. 

She knows that I have no intention of becoming one of them and it annoys her, more than anything else. 

It’s the nature of these relationships. 

You become friends when you’re young and then someone changes. You don’t know who changed first, but the more you try to push the reasons to the back of your head and pretend like everything is in sync, the harder it gets to forget the differences. 

It’s my fault that this is so out in the open, disturbing Margaret and making her feel bad.  

I don’t like to pretend nor to forget. 

Being the geek, the lonely-type, or the introvert if you want to get a bit more clinical; I hate the tiniest fake comment coming out of another’s mouth. And when I say things that sound fake to me, my skin crawls with disgust. 

Even the simplest lie makes me blush and sometimes, my honest makes life hard for me and for those around me. 

If I don’t want to join in. I cannot. 

I cannot pretend to like something that I don’t and I cannot bring myself to care about pleasing others when the act in question is not what I want to do. 

I am what you may call an opposite of a people pleaser. 

My preference is to do the things that I want to do and never apologize for it. 

My friends aren’t like me. 

They smile for the briefest second before the picture is taken, laugh when there is no joke, and pretend to have fun just so that the camera can capture the arbitrary moments. 

To me, this feels like a photo shoot, where we pretend to do something we aren’t actually doing. In this case: having a fun, girl’s night in Ava’s flat. 

And I just watch, amazed at how odd it is to see the backstage of the taking of hundreds of photos I’ve seen over the years on their profiles.  

Margaret holds her phone up and takes picture after picture, smiling vacantly and sometimes not even bothering to look at the camera. 

This isn’t the first time I am seeing the backstage of the Instagram stories, but each time it amazes me how different the process is to the outcome. 

Margaret, Ava, and Isabella take hundreds of pictures, depicting how fun tonight has been, while I just sit there and think about why I don’t want to do that. 

We are in Ava’s luxurious flat, sitting around the pool outside and the city lights shining brightly across the lawn. 

Our surroundings are beautiful and very much suited for a party.

And everyone is dressed like it’s a party, though it’s just us, with good-looking drinks and dancing for the stories. 

And whenever the cameras stop looking at us, we become silent. They look at their phones with sulks on their faces, knowing that however hard they’ve tried, there are other people out there, having more fun than they are. 

Though maybe they’re not. 

Maybe, everyone is doing the same thing. 

I wouldn’t know exactly. 

When I look at a photo on someone’s flood, I believe that it’s taken genuinely. Or at least, I used to. 

I tended to believe the things people chose to show me because what I choose to share with others is never a lie. 

“Yayyy!” Ava shouts as Isabella pushes the button to start a video, undoubtedly aimed to turn into a story. 

And the story is that we are having a blast. 

“Let’s try this!” Margaret says as she jumps into the pool. “Give me the phone.” 

Ava runs up to her and passes her phone to Margaret, who in turn gives a flashy smile to the camera and starts taking pictures. 

She is holding a drink and takes a sip each time the camera flashes. 

Then, the flashes stop so that the girls can stare at themselves having an awful lot of fun, their sulking faces bright with the light of the cold screen as they stare at their photos. 

Silence endures once again. 

My amazement with their ability to pretend fades and I start getting bored. 

Maybe if I were drinking tonight, I wouldn’t have noticed how much we’ve changed. 

But I’m on antibiotics and I thought we could have fun like the old times without losing our minds. 

Maybe I should stay and at least try to pretend I am having fun as well, but it feels so tiring to do something I don’t feel like doing. 

It might be selfish, but I just want to do things that make me feel alive. 

I don’t want to stay here and watch my old friends take photos.

“Hey,” I make them look up from their phones and meet my face. “I think I’m gonna get going.” 

“Why?” Ava asks, dropping her phone in an overly charitable act of concern. 

“I’m tired,” I lie. 

My cheeks blush immediately, like all the times I’ve tried to lie. But my friends don’t notice. They don’t know me all that well anyway, not since we’ve graduated and our lives changed.  

It’s hard to get to know someone all over again and especially if the person in question is known to be tight-lipped. It’s not their fault, and it isn’t mine either. We are just different now. 

“You can go to the other room and sleep for a while,” Margaret says. “You’re being a bore anyway.”   

The others laugh as if they’re relieved someone has put it out there at last, but I’m not offended. 

She is right. 

Me sitting here and not doing anything while they try their hardest must be annoying. 

I smile at her, which makes her even angrier at me. 

“You’re right,” I tell her, genuinely meaning it. “Maybe I’m not as fun as you guys.” 

“Of course you are,” Ava shrieks as if it is the most horrible thing she’s ever heard. “You’re a lot of fun.” 

“Definitely,” Isabella says, dropping her phone to join the others. 

“Thank you,” I say, to no one and at nothing in particular. “It was nice to see you guys.” 

I get up and so do they. 

Margaret still seems angry at me, probably because once, she’s been my best friend and I’ve been hers. Somehow, she is blaming me for staying the same, of growing up enough to not bother with pretending. 

When we were younger, Margaret and I would stay up late, talk about her problems, and my thoughts on things. Our problems were never the same but that didn’t matter as long as we wanted to talk. 

She would go on and on about boys and the general drama in her life, where I would listen. 

Perhaps back then I was kinder. 

We would go out to clubs and bars. We would drink and dance for a while, until I got bored with it and went out to stand in the cold night, thinking things and turning inwards no matter how much I’ve tried to mingle as she did. 

At those times she wouldn’t notice how different we were. Maybe she would assume I was doing the same thing as her; dancing and chatting with strangers whom we would not see again, laugh at them and make jokes at their expense. But I would just wait for the night to be over so that I could go back to my world and rest my head filled with the sounds of the night. 

I thought I needed to be like them. That I needed to learn to be a social butterfly. 

The years passed taught me that’s not the case. 

I don’t have to be anything I don’t want to be. 

I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to do. 

For once, I can just do whatever the fuck I want and not bother to change to fit in. 

And tonight, Margaret has realized that I don’t enjoy the same things as they do. 

And it angers her. 

As they walk me to the door, Margaret puts on a fake smile. Her phone is tightly held in her hand as if she’s afraid that a fun moment might occur without proof. 

“Thank you,” I say to Ava again. “I’ll see you guys.” 

Then I leave them and enter the darkness of the night. I don’t know what they’re thinking about my departure, but it doesn’t matter. 

A friend who expects you to fit in despite yourself is not really a friend. 

If my house wasn’t so far away, I would have walked to be more alone. To go back to my head and finally think things over enough to settle them for once. 

The darkness is welcoming as I reach the bus stop and stand. 

Despite myself, I start to think about what angered Margaret so much. 

Did she sense that I was being judgy about their way of life? And was I, really? 

I do understand what they’ve fallen into. 

The pit of proving to others that you’re more fun than they are, that you’re cool and your life is worth more than others... 

The thought that
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