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A Novel
By Danyale Johnson
Letter From a Mother

To whom it may concern, 

The girl - I’m sorry, the woman you are about to get to know is different from most that you’ve met. She is a woman drowning in the water of her existence with no lifejacket.

And I know I am to blame for that.

I am her mother.

I am also the biggest reason why she is the way she is; ill. But it is imperative that you perceive her to be just that.

Filia is a highly intelligent and capable strong woman. She is more than functional in society and she means no harm. But then again, she is sick and ignorant of her condition. I wish I could have protected her from all of this. I tried the best way I knew how. However, when it’s your time to go, you have to go. 

I wish I could’ve been around longer. 

Even better; I wish I could go back in time all together and change the way I handled so many things.

But what’s done is done and there is certainly no turning back. All I can do is hope that past mistakes aren’t repeated.

Poor Filia.

 Well, I guess it’s time for you to meet her but before you do, remember one thing: It isn’t a crime to love your family too much… well, not in most states.
Avia

I am Filia

“Fuck her.”

I spat on the picture I kept locked away in a drawer with other worthless items; a photograph of a sorry excuse for a woman. It didn’t help that even with my spit dripping down the glossy image of my mother she remained flawlessly beautiful. I spat a second time on the photo and dropped it on the coffee table next to the empty bottle of vodka I’d just finished off. It was her fault I didn’t look like that. She should have aborted me as soon as she found out I was growing inside of her. That would have been a better fate than this one.

Seriously, who the hell is this woman? I came directly out of her and I couldn’t tell you.

I can tell you one thing for sure about her - she screwed me for life. There’s no way I would’ve done any of this if I would’ve known who I was.

And I know what you’re thinking. ‘Aren’t we all just wandering around trying to figure out who we are and what our purpose is in life?’ 

You’ve got it all wrong. 

I’m not trying to figure out my purpose. After all this, I think whatever purpose I’m supposed to have fulfilled got shot to hell when I had sex with my father. No, he didn’t force or take advantage of me – not in the way you’re thinking anyway. 

I don’t even know anymore.  

If my mother would’ve just told me the truth a long time ago… I can’t say what I would have done differently. I’m tired of all the ‘if’s’. Maybe I had to go to my darkest point before seeing the light no matter how my story began. 

It doesn’t matter anymore. 

I don’t care about anything. I’m drunken and defeated. Life is just another word to me at this point. I could kill somebody right now and it wouldn’t mean a thing.

I should’ve killed him.

If I had it would’ve made that last outgoing call worth the energy it took to push all three buttons. 

I can hear the sirens now. Yep, they’re coming for me. 

I might as well tell you the story before I’m gone.

I guess in some way it’s a relief; I finally know who I am. And that’s what I’ve wanted for so long.

 I’m just sorry that people’s lives had to end for the truth to come out. 

Despite what my life has become now, once I was just an innocent little girl…
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Mommy told me that Santa Claus came already. 

I don’t know how I keep missing him. I stayed up all night just so I could see him this year. He always leaves without saying goodbye. I hate it when grown-ups do that but they keep doing it anyway no matter how much I hate it.

Like the old man who drove the bus that takes me to school. 

He was my friend.

 Every morning when I got on the bus, he would say “Watch your step, Fifi!” and then smile at me. It always made me giggle because even though I knew he had teeth, I never saw them when he smiled. It was also funny because nobody else called me Fifi. I liked it so much that I would write it over and over again in my notebooks in class. I liked to spell it Fifi even though you pronounce it Fee-fee (I hate doing stuff by the rules. I like to make up my own sometimes and since it’s my nickname, it’s my rule!).

The bus driver’s name was Harold. He was really old too. Not old like Mommy but like two of my mom’s age put together! He only had a little bit of hair on his head but a lot of hair from places there wasn’t supposed to be any growing out of, like his ears. So I decided to give him a nickname, too - Harry.

One day I heard Mommy talking about him to our neighbor Ms. Janice on the phone. She said he’d passed but I was looking out of the window the whole time and I didn’t see him pass our house. I figured she meant he’d passed by her at the grocery store or something and maybe he didn’t say hi to her because she sounded like it was a bad thing that he’d passed. I made a note in my mind to ask him about it when I got on the bus the next morning but when the doors opened up there was some fat lady sitting in Harry’s seat. We got a different bus driver sometimes so I decided not to forget to ask when he came back but it’s been a whole school year almost now. I’m even in first grade instead of kindergarten but still, no Harry. 

I’m not stupid. I’m actually one of the smartest kids in my class. My mom and my teacher both say so. That’s how I’m smart enough to know he’s probably not coming back but I don’t know what to think because he could’ve at least said bye to me. Now I have to look at this fat lady every morning and she doesn’t even call me Fifi. I’ll wait for her to say something but all I ever get is “Hey kid.” 

I wish Harry would come back.

He reminded me of my friend’s grandpa. I don’t have one of those so I think that’s why I’m so sad he didn’t say goodbye. All my friends have grandparents but I don’t. I don’t have any family besides mommy but she says that’s enough. I always smile when she tells me that.

“All we need is each other, Filia. Everybody else in this world will let you down,” she says. “But not me. I’ll always be here for you no matter what.”

I believe her because she takes care of me good so I know she’s not lying. We live in a nice house and anytime I ask for something I want, I get it. I don’t tell her that I think we should have a family, though. I don’t want to make her sad so I keep that part to myself. 

“Me too Mommy,” I reply back to her. “I’m going to always be right next to you and it’ll just be us girls forever!” Maybe I should get in trouble for saying this because I’m kind of lying. My teachers tell me that lying is wrong and I shouldn’t do it but when I asked mommy about it before she said something different.

“Sometimes you have to lie to people to protect their feelings from the truth.”

“But I’m confused. How could lying to someone protect them from anything? Won’t it hurt their feelings?”

“Not if they don’t find out.”

I hope Mommy never lies to me to protect my feelings. I love her so that’s why I lie and pretend like I’m happy with it just being the two of us. I really have a plan so that we can have a family. That’s why it was very important for me to see Santa this year.

I didn’t ask Santa for any toys on purpose because what I really wanted was so big that I thought it would be selfish of me to get that plus toys too. 

I wrote him a letter.

Dear Mr. Santa,

I hope you have paid attention and seen that I have been an extra good girl all year but I also haven’t asked for any toys for Christmas at all. I need a big huge, favor from you instead.

I heard that you are married to this Mrs. Claus lady but I saw a picture of her in a book at school and she looks very old and not very pretty. My mommy is not very old and she is the most beautiful woman in the world.

So the favor I need from you is to marry Mommy so you can be my daddy and we can have a family like everybody else does. I promise me and Mommy will take care of you and make you all the milk and cookies you want all year long. You can even bring that Mrs. Claus lady because she’s old enough to be my grandma and I need one of those too but if she counts as an extra present and I can only have one I will be happy with just you. Please do this for me and I promise to love you forever. 

Filia

I sat in front of our fireplace and stared at it so I could hand him the note as soon as he came out but I guess I fell asleep because when I woke up it was already morning time and there were a million presents with my name on them underneath the tree - but the letter was still in my hand. 

I crumpled up the letter and threw it in the trash can. On the inside, I was very sad and I wanted to cry. I thought I was going to finally have a daddy even though Mommy told me I didn’t need one and that she would be my mommy and my daddy. I wanted to tell her that I need both and that it’s not possible for her to be both, but that would hurt her feelings and I hate it when she’s sad. So I smiled and jumped up and down. I told her that Santa was the greatest and he brought me exactly everything I wanted. 

“This is the best Christmas ever!” I lied. Mommy smiled.
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I’ll be seven years old tomorrow and I still don’t have a daddy. 

Mommy doesn’t seem to care at all. She’s always smiling and walking around singing. Sometimes she’s too happy. 

I don’t get it. 

I’m sad all of the time because I don’t have a daddy. Sometimes if I get sad enough, I get really mad too. I even want to do things that I don’t do on a regular day.

Today I asked Mommy about where my daddy was. She told me that I didn’t have one again.

“But mommy, Jessica has a daddy even though he died last year,” I told her. “She still had one though. And all of my other friends have one too or they had one before. I think everybody does.”

Mommy went from being happy to being angry in one second.

“Filia, I’m trying to be patient with you but I get really angry when you don’t listen.” She started to rub the sides of her head when she said this. “I am an adult and you just need to pay attention when I tell you things. Don’t question me again. We are not the same kind of family as you’re friends’. We’re… special.”

“Well I don’t wanna be special anymore! I just want a daddy. If you need help finding one, I’ll help you. I see grown-up guys all the time that-“

“I don’t need your help! And that is the last time you will ask me about a daddy, do you hear me?” 

Mommy started to stare at me with a crazy look in her eye. It made me mad but I didn’t let her know.

“Yes ma’am.”

I walked into my bedroom and closed the door quietly. I locked it too.

There were pictures hanging up on my wall and my toys were all over my floor. For some reason, all these things made me feel very angry. I hated all of it. I started to kick my toys. I picked up the teddy bears that sat at the top on my bed and punched every one of them in the nose. That didn’t make me happy enough though so I had to rip one of their heads off. I pulled all of the stuffing out of it and threw it as far as I could. It made me even madder that I was trying to throw it with all my strength but it only floated down slowly right in front of me so I stomped on the stupid white fluffy stuff. 

My chest wouldn’t stop moving up and down. I hated everything in the room. I hated my bed, my desk, the wall- especially the wall. I kicked it as hard as I could but it wouldn’t break. I picked up the heaviest toy I could find and threw it at the wall instead. 

A scuff mark showed up.

I fell down to the floor on my butt. My chest was still moving up and down but not as fast anymore. I looked around me at everything I had done. I’d broken a couple of my dolls by kicking them. My beautiful pink wall that’s on the side of my canopy bed was ugly now because of the huge scuff mark. Worst of all I had killed my best teddy, Mr. Lumpkins. I’d ruined my whole bedroom.

But I don’t really know why I had done any of it.
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I couldn’t let Mommy see what I’d done. She was already mad about me asking her that daddy thing, so who knows how mad she would be if she saw this. 

I ran down the stairs to where she was sitting on the couch in our den. She still didn’t look happy. I sat down next to her as close as I could get.

“Are you still mad at me?” I asked her in the sweetest voice I could.

“I’m not mad at you. I just need some time to myself, that’s all.” I could tell she was still upset but just didn’t want me to know. I knew exactly what to do. I reached over and gave her the biggest and longest hug anyone had ever given. Then I pulled away and gave her a huge, sloppy kiss on the cheek. She smiled.

“I love you so much, Filia.”

“I know you do ‘cause I love you that much too.” Mommy looked completely different now. She looked happy again. 

“You look tired,” I said.

“I am exhausted. I’ve had a very long day getting ready for your birthday party tomorrow.”

“Well maybe you should just lie down and take a nap.”

“Maybe your right, Filia,” she said while taking a long yawn. I got off of the couch so she could stretch and lay across it. I started to walk to my room but before I left the den, I turned around.

“Mommy?”

“Yes sweetie.”

“Do you think from now on you could call me Fifi?”

I went to my room and closed the door softly. I started to put all of my toys that weren’t broken into the chest at the foot of my bed. Then I got everything else together into a big pile. I waited a couple minutes to be sure that mommy was asleep then I tippy-toed back down the steps, pass the den and into the kitchen. We kept our big garbage bags underneath the sink so I took one out, still as quietly as I could (garbage bags are very noisy so it was hard) and snuck it upstairs to my room. I gathered the huge pile I had made into the bag and tied it up tight. I was sad that I had to put Mr. Lumpkins into the dark bag but I had no choice. I couldn’t let Mommy find out and he was evidence now.

I tippy-toed down the steps again and snuck out the back door in the kitchen so she wouldn’t hear me. I put the garbage bag in the trash can outside and closed the lid. I came back in the house, went into my room and felt good about the job I did cleaning up after my tantrum. 

But that scuff was still uglying up my perfect room. 

I wish I was big and strong so I could move my dresser or my desk to cover up the mark but I’m just a little girl and the only thing I could manage to move that was big enough was my plastic toy kitchen set.

I pushed my butt up against the side of the kitchen set and backed up until the top of it made the black mark on my pretty pink wall disappear. 

Now my room was evidence free and I was back to being happy. I figured maybe I should take a nap too because all this anger and work made me sleepy. I laid down on my bed where I had placed all of my teddy bears, except Mr. Lumpkins, back into place. I fell into dreamland where I had a mommy and daddy, Mr. Lumpkins was still alive and Harry took me to school every morning. I wish I could stay asleep forever.

I slept all through the evening and night. I woke up to my favorite breakfast; pancakes, bacon and scrambled eggs with cheese. The day felt like it would be a good birthday already.

“Morning, Filia - I mean Fifi,” Mommy greeted me as I sat in front of my place setting in the kitchen. “Did you sleep okay sweetie?”

“I slept great! I knew today was going to be a big day and I wanted to be ready for it.”

“Good. That’s good.” She seemed like she wanted to say something else but she didn’t, at least not at first. So I asked.

“What are you thinking about Mommy? Is something wrong?”

“There’s nothing wrong. It’s just… do you remember what happened last night?”

I froze in the middle of pouring syrup on my pancakes. Did she find out about my tantrum? How could she know? I cleaned up everything perfectly. Did she find Mr. Lumpkins and his guts in the trashcan outside?

I stayed calm.

“Last night?” I said. “You mean when I asked you about… what you told me not to ask about again.” I made my eyes really big and sad looking when I said this. If you act ashamed about something, grown-ups start to feel bad and you get in less trouble.

“No not that. I’m talking about when you walked into my room and said ‘I took care of it Avia’ and then walked back to your room.” I was completely confused. I had no idea what she was talking about and I was starting to think this was one of those times where she thought lying was okay. But that lie didn’t protect my feelings from anything. It didn’t even make sense. Maybe mommy had gone crazy in her sleep last night.

My thoughts must have come through onto my face because she started to shake her head like she never meant to ask the question.

“Nevermind. I must’ve been dreaming,” Mommy said, waving her hand like she was waving off the whole conversation. “I should stop watching those crazy shows at night before I  go nuts myself, right Fifi?” I laughed so that she wouldn’t think I felt weird - but I did. Really weird. 

I finished my birthday breakfast and went off to wash up and put on my special dress that I’d picked out myself. I stood in front of the mirror and looked at myself with the dress on. I guess I looked okay. I didn’t look like Mommy did. Anytime she got really fancy to go somewhere, her long, beautiful black hair curled up and got shiny when the light hit it. She also wore red lipstick that made her mouth look even prettier than it already did. She would use a black pencil to outline her eyes with and it made them look like gorgeous hazel planets floating in a milky white sky. 

Mommy is the prettiest woman I have seen.

But I didn’t look like that.

I had long black hair but it wasn’t the same curly kind mommy had. It was more dry, too. Even when the light hit it, it didn’t shine. My lips were kind of medium sized I guess but nothing special. My eyes were like that too; extra normal. They were dark brown and didn’t stand out. They were shaped like mommy’s eyes though. They were oval like at first but then came to a sharp point towards my nose. It made us look like those Egyptian ladies. I can tell you one thing that stood out for sure - my forehead. For some reason, I have this gigant-anormous forehead that throws any prettiness I may have had out of the window. It looks okay because mommy cuts bangs for me and it hides behind them.

I don’t think I’m ugly. Some boys at school even call me cute. There’s this boy named Gregory who is always around me with big, “goo-goo in love” eyes but I don’t pay him any attention. I don’t have time to look at little boys my age when I have to always have my eyes open for men that could maybe be my daddy. I can’t just have any old dad so it’s very important that I see the perfect one and get him to marry my mom so that we can be a perfect family all together.

I think Mr. Rowland, my principle, would be a good choice for Mommy. He is really tall. I could stack three of me up into a straight line and just reach the tip of his head. He’s always wearing suits that cost a million dollars too. They make him look like he should be a famous movie star. He never had any hair on his face and it looked as smooth as a balloon blown all the way up. He’s bald, too but not from being old; I think he shaves it himself. Sometimes when he walks, everything around him stops moving and he’s the only one in the world. I have to try not and stare at him sometimes because I feel like somebody hypnotized me if I do. I know if I like him that much my mom would probably love him. 

I never told mommy about Mr. Rowland. I think secretly I didn’t want to tell her even though he’s one of the most perfect people I’ve seen. I have a fantasy that one day when I grow up and Mr. Rowland and I are the same age, we run away together and get married. In my fantasy Mr. Rowland kisses me all the time and holds my hand but it’s not gross because we’re both grown-ups by then. We have a little house with a big yard and a dog that never barks and everybody wants to pet on the head. We also have two kids, a boy and a girl, who look beautiful like Mommy and Mr. Rowland.

The problem with this whole make-believe future is that if Mr. Rowland becomes my daddy, he’ll be married to Mommy and I won’t be able to marry him on the count of her already having dibs. I’m not saying that I’m never going to tell her how perfect he is but I’m not saying that I will tell her either. I’m just still trying to figure out whether I want him more as a daddy or a husband. I really want him as both but I don’t think you can do that.

I’m glad that mommy never comes up to my school. If she did, she might see what I see in Mr. Rowland and want him for herself. He would definitely choose her over me because she’s beautiful and already a grown-up, which I understand, but my feelings would still be hurt. Good thing she only drops me off at school and pulls right off once I walk in the building. I think she hates talking to my teachers because they always ask questions about me and her and our life. 

The last time my mom came up to my school, it was for a parent-teacher conference and I was in kindergarten still. I don’t know exactly what they talked about because I waited outside the door while they discussed grown-ups’ business. Whatever it was must’ve been really bad because Mommy came out yelling at Mrs. Stevens.

“How dare you pry into my personal business at my own home. I’ll tell you this, if I was as invasive as you are, I might come to your house and take yours from you. Then she would definitely have a man to look up to!” Mommy didn’t let me go to school the next day but that Monday when I went back, I wasn’t in Mrs. Stevens’ class anymore. Mommy told me that she didn’t trust Mrs. Stevens’ judgment enough to teach me anything useful about life, whatever that means. 

It didn’t bother me that my mom never stayed to talk to the other moms and make play dates for me. The only person she ever really talked to was Mrs. Janice, our next door neighbor. I think they had known each other since before I was born but maybe even longer than that. I eventually started to think about her as an aunt, even though she wasn’t. She wasn’t even from here in Atlanta. She was born a million miles away in Michigan but she had lived in Georgia since she was a little girl and that was a long time ago. Ms. Janice was even older than my mom, but not by very many years. She didn’t look as pretty as Mommy did either. She was the most boring looking person I’d ever seen. She was a medium height lady with shoulder length hair and she always wore it in the same ponytail. Her skin was always dry like she left all of the soap on herself without rinsing off when she took showers. And she was skinnier than a Popsicle stick. Ms. Janice didn’t have a husband and I think that’s why her and mommy got along so well. They were really good friends. They even spent the night with each other sometimes. I didn’t know grown-ups still did that when they got older. Sleepovers just seemed something us kids only do.

I’m never invited to the sleepovers. Even though I’m still in the same house, Mommy and Ms. Janice tell me to go play with my dolls or watch TV while they go in Mommy’s bedroom. They always lock the door so I can’t get in. They must have really good secrets they talked about in there and I wish I knew what they were. Once I put my ear up to the door to see if I could hear what they were talking about and all I heard was somebody breathing really hard and saying “That’s it, right there” over and over again. I figured they were playing some type of weird game so I lost interest and went back to my dolls. Grown-ups do strange things.

I hope nobody did anything strange at my party today. I wanted everything to go great because me and Mommy - well, mostly just Mommy - had put so much work into making the day perfect. I had pink streamers and balloons all over the house, even in the parts that people probably wouldn’t be in. Mommy had also gotten me a clown to blow up more balloons and twist them into funny shapes. The cake was my favorite part of the day. It was almost as tall as I was. It had beautiful pink and white roses made out of icing and it was made up of 3 different layers that looked like separate cakes from one another. It reminded me of those big fancy cakes you see at weddings accept this one was better. Now all I had to do was wait for people to arrive so the party could begin.

I sat on the front porch waiting. My best friend Jessica was the first one to get there. She looked nice in the dress she had on but it wasn’t nearly as good as my dress. I was happy she was there though. Her mom didn’t stay for the party but she did say hi to my mom. I don’t think anybody else’s parents would stay either. The only grown-ups that would be there were probably going to be Mommy and Ms. Janice but that was fine with me. 

I didn’t really care much for grown-up women anyway; I liked grown-up men way better. There was something about them that made me feel tingly inside. I think it was how they smell. Sometimes if I got really close to a man, like when I walked past Mr. Rowland in school, I took a deep breath just so I could get a whiff of them. 

By 4 o’clock, all the kids I’d invited from school had arrived and just like I thought, no grown-ups. 

I felt like it was my responsibility to host the party so I took charge.

“So what do you guys wanna do first?” I asked, even though Mommy had already planned out the whole party.

“Is the clown here yet?” Tommy Dodson from my class screamed out.

“Let me go check with my mom to see. You guys stay right here.” I loved being the boss. I didn’t have many chances to usually because I didn’t have any younger brothers and sisters. I hope that all would change when I find a husband for Mommy.

I didn’t know exactly where my mom was. I hadn’t seen her since the last girl’s mom had dropped her off in front of the house. Mommy and Ms. Janice had walked to the back to get the food together. I opened the back door that led to our backyard but I didn’t see them. While I was back there, I couldn’t help but look at the setup for my party and feel proud. All the kids from my class were going to be so jealous. They’d all want to be my best friend after that day. The clown wasn’t back there yet but I had two of those giant blow-up things you bounce around in. There was also a booth where Ms. Janice would sit and paint everyone’s faces in different colors. I didn’t want my face painted because I thought it would be tacky if any of the paint were to get onto my beautiful new dress. Either way, I needed Mommy to show up so we could get things started.

I decided to just take a peek at everything before I continued to look for my mom and Ms. Janice. It was all so exciting, I couldn’t help myself. Besides that, I wanted to be the first one to bounce in both of the blow-ups before anybody else could. I went for the one that was shaped like a castle first. I decided to become the princess of it. I took my shoes off and ran through the plastic curtain that hung down in the front of the blow-up castle. Just when I was about to get ready to hop for the ceiling, I stopped dead in the middle of the air. I felt like I was frozen and floating for a long time. I think maybe I’d gone crazy in that second. I could not have been seeing what I thought I was seeing. It was impossible. It just didn’t make any sense. I don’t think I could ever be any more confused in life again.

“Fifi!  What are you doing here?” Mommy said as she pulled her head from in between Ms. Janice’s legs.

“Wha - Mommy. I… I…” I had no idea what to say. I didn’t know what to think. What should I do?

“Your mom was just checking something for me,” Ms. Janice said as she slowly got up and pulled down her dress. “She was looking at something I couldn’t see myself. I just needed her help seeing it. That’s all.” Something about how calm she was made me upset.

“I think I know what you were just doing to Ms. Janice,” I said looking at Mommy, feeling like I wanted to cry but was too angry to be sad. I couldn’t even look at Ms. Janice anymore because if I did, I think I might jump on her and try to rip her ponytail off of her head. 

“I was only checking something for her, Fifi,” mommy said.

“No you weren’t. You were making her feel good.”

Both Ms. Janice and Mommy looked at me with their mouths hanging so far open that you could throw a watermelon straight into them. They were quiet for awhile and they kept looking back and forth at one another. I wanted to scream at both of them. Instead I spoke very softly to help my brain not explode.

“Before Jessica’s daddy died, he used to watch dirty movies late at night when he thought we were sleep.” I felt really weird telling my mom this because I know it was supposed to be a secret between me and Jessica forever. But I didn’t care about Mommy’s feelings right then. Why should I have? She couldn’t care about mine if she was doing that to Ms. Janice.

“Me and Jessica weren’t supposed to look at them, but we watched them through the door crack sometimes to see what they were about. He used to watch some that had only naked ladies in them and they did the same thing I just saw you guys doing. I know the ladies made each other feel good because the looks on their faces looked like a dog when you rub the itchy spot on his belly and he starts kicking his leg really fast.” They still looked at each other with the watermelon holes and stayed quiet.

I started to feel like I did the night before when Mommy had yelled at me only it was times a million. I was embarrassed and mad. I hated everything all over again. I didn’t know what else to do. 

So I opened my mouth.

“Ahhhh!” I screamed for what felt like a whole hour. I wanted to tear down the blow-up castle. I wanted to tear down Mommy and Ms. Janice. 

I took off running in the direction of the opening in the castle. I didn’t know where I was going but I knew for sure that I was going. My legs couldn’t stop; I wouldn’t let them. I heard Mommy calling out behind me.

“Filia! Stop! Where are you going?” Her voice sounded like she was getting further and further away. That was a good thing. I don’t know if I could take hearing her stupid grown-up lies. That whole idea about protecting someone you cared about by not telling them the truth and lying instead was the dumbest thing invented. Even though I had lied to Mommy before trying not to hurt her feelings I wish I would’ve just told her the truth. If your feelings get hurt like mine were when you find out about the lie, you’d be better off knowing the truth in the first place.

I hated Mommy. She wasn’t as beautiful as I thought she was anymore either. I kept having the picture in my mind of her lifting her head up from between Ms. Janice’s nasty part. Why would she do something like that? It still didn’t make any sense to me. I had peeked in on a lot of Jessica’s daddy’s dirty movies and I’ve seen grown-up men do the same thing to ladies. That makes more sense. I don’t know why it must feel so good to them but if you’re going to feel good it should be with your husband, not your best friend. You can’t marry your best friend. Mommy can’t get married to Ms. Janice. How am I ever going to get a daddy that way?

My belly felt like it wanted to throw up all of the birthday breakfast I had that morning. I had to stop running in order to let it all come gushing out of my mouth. I wiped my mouth with my sleeve and looked around me. I knew where I was but couldn’t believe I had run that far. I was all the way by the park that took five minutes to get to from my house in a car and forever to walk to. I was glad I was there too because I was tired of running but I still wanted to hide away. The park I was by had lots of good hiding places. I found one underneath the slide and crawled into it. This would be my cave forever. I wouldn’t leave it until I got the same age as Mr. Rowland and he could come and get me to take me off to our perfect life together. It would be a life that made sense with a wife and a husband.

While I was underneath the slide, I had a lot of jumbled up thoughts. At first my chest starting moving up and down again. Then I realized that I had been banging my fist up against the wooden walls underneath the slide without knowing it. I stuck my hand in front of my face and saw that some of the skin had peeled back on the sides of it and it there was a tiny bit of blood. Usually stuff like that hurts but it didn’t hurt. It felt good. I wanted to keep doing it - so I did. I pounded the walls like they were my mom’s lying face. I hated her. I never thought that I would but I really, really hated her. All I ever wanted was to have a family and a daddy. She bought me fancy clothes and toys all of the time but I didn’t care about any of that stuff. I would have traded all of that for a family. How could I get a family with Mommy’s head in Ms. Janice’s legs?! 

I got madder and madder with every second that went by. I thought that my head would explode for sure after awhile. I didn’t know how to control what I was feeling at all. My breathing was really hard and fast and I felt like I was about to scream again. 

All of a sudden, I stopped. 

I could feel two different people inside of me, but they were both me. I think one of them was Filia and the other one was Fifi. Fifi was telling me that I needed to make everything around me hurt a trillion times more than I was hurting. Fifi was very loud too. I think she was the one making my chest move so much. She kept repeating bad things over and over again.

“Pain. Hurt. Punch. Scream. Hate.” But Filia was the opposite. I heard her too but she wasn’t as loud as Fifi. She was saying different things. 

“Forgive. Calm down. Love. It’s alright.” She spoke so softly. Fifi yelled on top of her so much that I couldn’t pay anything any attention but the bad things. Filia must’ve gotten tired of Fifi being rude though because she suddenly screamed “STOP!” louder than anything I’ve ever heard before. It was like a bomb had gone off in my mind and I had no choice but to listen. It was so loud, it made Fifi shut all the way up. 

Then there was silence.

The silence felt good. I looked around me and realized that I didn’t want to be where I was. I wanted to go home. I still felt badly about Mommy but I didn’t hate her as much.

I looked at my hand and started to cry when I saw what I’d done to it. It was really big now and it was bleeding all down the sides. It hurt bad. I didn’t want to touch it. I just wanted this day to go away. I crawled out from underneath the slide and saw that I had gotten my wish. The sun was gone and it was dark outside. I started to walk in the direction of my house with my bleeding hand and dirty birthday dress. Everybody had probably gone home by now. If they hadn’t then I would wait until they had before I went inside my house. I didn’t want to see my friends today. I was so embarrassed that I don’t know what I would even say to them. I don’t think any of them had seen my mom and Ms. Janice but it felt like the whole world had seen it.

As soon as I started walking towards my house a police car pulled up next to me.

“Are you lost, little girl?” he asked me, looking at my torn up dress. I became even more embarrassed about how I looked.

“No sir, I’m not lost. I know where I live,” I said pointing in the direction of my house.

“Where might that be?”

“On Cottage Street.”

“You’re a little ways from there. Where are your mommy and daddy?” I started hating mommy some more when he asked me that. 

“I think my mom is at home. I don’t have a daddy,” I said looking down at the grown.

“Well how about I give you a ride there and we can see if she’s still at home? That way you wouldn’t have to walk so far all by yourself. Would that be okay?” I liked how his voice sounded. It was so warm and deep. I looked up from the grown and saw him smiling at me with teeth that reminded me of a toothpaste commercial. 

“That would be okay.” I smiled the same way he did.

“I’m Officer Jacobs. Why don’t you get in the front seat with me? You can be my junior partner until we get you home.” He got out of the car and opened up the door for me. He held my hand as I got in then he put my seat belt on for me so that the top part didn’t cut into my neck. 


He kept talking as we pulled away from the parking lot. 

“What your name anyway, pretty girl?”

“It’s Filia but I like to be called Fifi too.” I couldn’t stop smiling. He thought I was pretty.

“That’s a beautiful name for a beautiful girl. How did you end up all the way over here by yourself in the dark Filia?”

“I ran away from my birthday party earlier today and I’ve been hiding ever since.”

“Today is your birthday? What would make you want to run away on your birthday?” 

I couldn’t tell him the truth. I would never tell anybody what I had seen but not to protect Mommy. I didn’t care about protecting her anymore. I didn’t want anyone to know because for some reason what she did made me feel ashamed. I couldn’t explain how it made me feel that way exactly. I know I’m not the one who had her head in Ms. Janice’s legs so I shouldn’t have felt bad about but I did. 

“I - I just didn’t want to be there anymore.” I couldn’t make up a good reason so quickly but even if I could’ve, I wouldn’t have. I didn’t want to lie to anyone ever again. I decided that from now on I wouldn’t lie anymore and what I had told the policeman was the truth; I really didn’t want to be there anymore.

“I’m sure your mom is worried to death about you. You shouldn’t scare her about your whereabouts like that.”

“I don’t care about her being worried.” I felt Fifi’s voice trying to get louder in my head again. This time I shut her up before she could get too loud and scare off Officer Jacobs.

“You should care,” he said sounding more serious. “There are a lot of bad things that can happen to a little girl and the last thing you should want to do is have your mother become a nervous wreck thinking that one of those bad things could have happened to you.”

I felt bad then, but not about Mommy worrying. I didn’t want Officer Jacobs to think I was a bad person. I liked talking to him and I cared about what he thought of me.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just had a bad birthday and I only wanted to get away. I didn’t do it to make her worry about me but I didn’t know what else to do.” I stared up at him with my big eye trick that makes grown-ups forgive you faster. It worked. 

“I’m sorry your birthday didn’t go as well as you’d hoped but that’s the up side to being a kid; you’ll have plenty of other birthdays that I’m sure will go better than this one. You won’t even remember anything about today when your birthday comes around next year.” I wish that were true but I it wasn’t. 

I would never forget this day for the rest of my life.

4

I stared at the stray hair that was sticking out of Ashley Miller’s otherwise perfect ponytail located directly in front of me. It was bugging me like crazy but I didn’t want to seem like a weirdo and just smooth it back down. So I stared at it.


“Filia, why don’t you continue where James left off?” Mrs. Adamson’s voice came out of the blue.


“Excuse me?” I said snapping out of my daze at the lonesome strand.


“The passage. Continue reading the passage where James left off please.”


I looked down at the open text book. I’d been in my own mind for so long that I didn’t even know if I was on the same page as the rest of the class.


“Umm…. I…. uh…where exactly did -” 


“Ashley, will you continue please?” Mrs. Adamson cut me off before I could even start to figure out where to guide my eyes.


“Yes ma’am,” Ashley answered and started reading without missing a beat. I sank down into my seat and brushed my bangs out of my eyes with my hand. I felt like everybody in the class was staring at me. I looked up and realized nobody was. Mrs. Adamson always had a way of making me feel like a fool, even though I had one of the highest GPAs at my high school. I only dazed off in her English literature class sometimes because the material was always something I had been familiar with before it was introduced to the rest of the class. This time it was Edgar Allen Poe. I knew him and his work like the back of my hand, especially this story.


“So, Miss Shadows, since you decided not to participate with the reading while the rest of us were, how about your reflections on ‘The Black Cat’?” Mrs. Adamson said smugly. I smiled knowing that I was about make her feel like shit.


“Well I personally love the story,” I started only to be cut off by her again.


“It’s wonderful that you ‘loved the story, (she made sarcastic quotation marks with her fingers when she said this) but what point was Poe trying to make with this character?”


“Can I finish?” She looked at me bug eyed for a second but I didn’t care about her attitude. I had a short temper when it came to people cutting me off in the middle of discussion. I let her get everything she wanted to say out, be it sarcastic or not, therefore I demanded the same respect. 

“I was trying to explain that I love the story because Poe used this character as a dissertation to his alcoholism, which he experienced for much of his life,” I dug into the subject as passionately as I could not only to make Mrs. Adamson feel stupid for ever doubting my intellectual abilities, but also to redeem myself to the rest of the class for having come off slightly distracted before. 


“The man in the story hated the black cat only because it reminded him of what he’d become. Before he started to drink heavily, he was a calm, caring and loving person but the alcohol turned him into his complete opposite. Alcoholism and insanity are used synonymously here to reflect Poe’s feelings on how severely he thought of his own condition. I love it because even though the character in the story eventually goes completely insane, he remains calm to everyone else and even shows his intelligence by figuring out what to do with his wife’s body after he’d accidentally murdered her. He shows that insanity doesn’t at all equal stupidity but actually the opposite; in order not to appear crazy, he had no choice but to rationalize and strategize.”


“But he got caught in the end,” someone I couldn’t see behind me chimed in. “Obviously he wasn’t too smart.” I couldn’t tell whose voice it was that had made the comment but it didn’t matter. 


“The fact that he got caught didn’t prove or disprove his intellect; it proved his arrogance,” I snapped back. “If he hadn’t been so cocky as to actually tap on the very place he’d hidden his wife’s body, which prompted the sound that attracted everyone’s attention, he could’ve gotten away with it. His own overconfidence was his downfall, but he still strategized an otherwise perfect plan.” I smiled smugly as I looked at Mrs. Adamson while she tried changing the subject. 


What a bitch. 


I don’t know why she always tried to make an example out of me. This was the third time this semester where she specifically picked me out to summarize something in class she assumed I had no idea about. She’s a terrific example of why I couldn’t stand women. 


I snuck a look back at Greg who was sitting three seats back and two rows over from me. He wasn’t looking at me. I was sure my answer to Mrs. Adamson’s question would’ve peaked his attention and forced him to stare at and admire me but he continued to study some random page of his textbook like there was nothing else on earth. I kept looking until he met my gaze. He didn’t exactly gaze back but he smirked at me. 


At least that was something. 


The bell rang and everyone started to file out of class. I slowly gathered my things together to give Greg enough time to walk past me without me looking too conspicuous. When he finally came by my desk, I grabbed his wrist.


“What’s up?” he asked, looking confused.


“Nothing. I just wanted to know if you still wanted to meet up later,” I saud with a permanent grin glued to my face. I couldn’t help but smile profusely when I talked to him. 


“Why are you asking me that here? People are still around.”


“I know. I just didn’t know when else I would get a chance to talk to you. You’re always so busy.”


“I’m a straight A quarterback Filia - of course I’m busy.” He started to sound slightly irritated so I decided to let him be. He still hadn’t answered my question though.


“So… that’s a no?” He looked at me and rolled his eyes but gave me an answer.


“You know I’m going to see you later. Yesterday was a big loss for us and the team is stressing me about it.” I tried not to smile any harder. That plan failed as soon as he spoke his next words while grabbing my hand: “You know you’re my stress relief.” I instantly felt a cold chill pass down my spine. I loved him so much.


“Look, I’ll just see you later, okay? We’ll meet at our usual place.” He walked away without waiting for my reply. He didn’t need it because he already knew I’d be there like I always was.


At lunch, I was completely distracted. I had a huge situation on my mind and I couldn’t focus on the tater tots and meatloaf our school refused to stop serving us. My mood was so obvious, Jessica noticed in no time.


“Fil, are you okay? You’re not acting like yourself.”


“What?” I said, snapping out of my trance. “Oh… I’m fine. I just have a lot of stuff on my mind.”


“I thought I knew everything about you. What could be on your mind that you haven’t told me yet?” Jessica was truly offended that she didn’t know. We had been best friends since we were in pre-school and shared every detail of our lives with one another. She was the one person I confided in when I found out that my mom and Janice, our neighbor, were more than friends. The only reason I hadn’t told her the latest deep, dark secret of my life was because I had just found out myself. It was time to add to our list of secrets.


“Promise not to tell anyone,” I said, though it was completely unnecessary, given our history. “Okay, here it goes… I’m pregnant by Greg Settles.” That was the first time I’d said it aloud.


“You’re what?!” Jessica screamed, forcing about ten people surrounding our table to look over at us.


“Shhh! Oh my God! Are you crazy?” I exclaimed.


“I’m sorry! I wasn’t prepared for that. I thought you were worried about a test or something.”


“I wish that was all I was worried about. Let’s just talk about it later. I don’t want everybody to know yet.”


“Later isn’t going to work. We need to discuss this yesterday.” She pulled me up from the table and into the girl’s bathroom. We both went into the same stall and locked it behind us.


“How did this happen?” she asked.


“Is that a serious question? We’re about to graduate in three weeks and you still haven’t taken health class,” I replied trying to lighten up the mood.


“I mean I obviously know how it happened, but you told me you guys were using protection.”


“We were using condoms… at first.” Jessica shook her head. “I really hope that you’re not judging me, Jessica Volmer. I have never done that to you.”


“I’m not judging you, Fil. I’m just confused.”


“About?”


“You’re one of the smartest people I know, so I’m confused as to why you let that idiot talk you into screwing him without a condom.”


She really did know me because that’s exactly what had happened. 


Let’s rewind for a moment. 


You have to know my back story to understand how I came to this point. See, like Jessica, Greg had known me my entire life. He used to have the biggest crush on me while we were growing up. I completely ignored him, however. At the time when Greg was head over heels about me, my little kindergarten brain was constantly at work with trying to find a suitable husband for Avia, my mother, and father for myself. My life was solely dedicated to this one task until I found Avia giving head to our neighbor on my seventh birthday. My life would never be the same from that day on. 


At first I hated my mother because she knew that the only thing I desired in this world was a family. I wanted the American dream; a happily married mom and dad, a brother or sister and maybe even a pet. Instead I received a hard truth. 


I used to perceive Avia as being the perfect woman and she could do no wrong in my eyes. I only wanted her to be happy and was prepared to do anything it took to help her achieve that. But after her little secret came out, so did the real Avia. I was still very young when the Janice thing happened so she didn’t go full out crazy all at once but gradually she became more open with her lifestyle. 


It turned out my mother was a secret slut. 


I originally thought she was gay because of the Janice thing, but no; she’ll do anything with a heartbeat. Now that she was free to do as she pleased without discretion, she’d had a five date average per week. She’d usually come back home early in the morning but only after she had been with a man. Avia never brought the men around me. I guess in her twisted mind she felt like she was protecting me from something. She didn’t feel the same way about women. I’m pretty sure one night she had a foursome with all chicks involved. 


Gross.

 I think she was planning on trying to keep this lifestyle of hers away from me for longer than when I ended up discovering it but it made no difference that the truth came out on its own. I could tell life was easier for her since then because she could do what she wanted without trying to hide it from me. That must have been stressful for her. To live day in and day out trying to keep all of her natural whorish instincts down to a minimum for her six year old daughter’s sake proved to be too much of a chore for good old Avia. She couldn’t even refrain from slurping down our neighbor’s vaginal juices for my birthday.


So although my mother still tried to shower me with lavish gifts to this day to make up for screwing up the only thing I ever actually wanted (a family), I resented her. How could I take the gifts sincerely? She didn’t even have to work to provide them. We lived off of this huge trust fund that some uncle I never got a chance to meet left Avia when he died. I didn’t know exactly why he chose her to leave anything to. I’m guessing that he didn’t have many options seeing as we must’ve had a family full of sterile individuals because there was nobody left that I knew of. My grandparents were dead before I knew it, Avia was the only child so no aunts, uncles or cousins, and the generous uncle also lived a lonely life with no wife or offspring to call his own. Avia once told me that he was such a workaholic that he never had time to date. It made me feel sad - not for him but for myself. I was from what looked like a long line of desolate loners. It was as if someone had cursed my family. Apparently Avia felt lonesome lately more so than ever before because no matter what, she never stopped trying to win my love. The gifts only became more lavish as I became more distant. And as I became more distant, she became more whorish. I would be 18 at the end of the month and I couldn’t wait. I would be done with high school and planned on moving away from my mother as soon as humanly possible. I had been saving up the money that she’d given me on a regular basis to shop and now I had a nice little stash that I could start my own life with. I really didn’t care about any of the material stuff everyone around me focused on. I still wanted the same thing I’d wanted since pre-school; a family. Now it looked like I was going to have a chance at one. 


That’s where Greg came in the picture.


After I discovered Avia and Janice at my party, I had a phase I went through where I simply hated the world. I tried to isolate myself from everybody and everything, with the exception of Jessica. She was the only reason I hadn’t gone completely nuts. She was also the only person who I could come to about my mother. Besides her, for the rest of elementary, I avoided becoming too friendly with the other children. I didn’t want to go to birthday parties or sleepovers. Somehow in my mind I felt like everybody knew how miserable I was with my loose mother and lack of a father. I also thought that they got off by rubbing they’re ecstatic family lives in my face. Everyone’s parents knew how Avia was and shunned her so it wasn’t difficult for them to shut out her daughter either. Their kids just followed suit. Greg was a part of the small percentage of people who seemed to still want me around but my trust in humanity had shriveled, so I made sure to ignore him even more suspecting that he had some type of vendetta against my happiness as well. 


That turned out for the worst.


As we got older, Greg proved to be quite the hottie. He was quarterback on the football team since 7th grade and had the body to prove it. He developed gorgeous thick eyebrows that never strayed out of place and the abs of Hercules. He also had this habit of licking his lips that made you pause in the middle of your thought every time he did. They tables eventually turned; I grew to love him but he only grew to ignore me. I started dressing more girly, attempting to show off my newly blossomed boobs and curvaceous figure in junior high but apparently I wasn’t the only girl fighting for his attention or with an awesome body. When I realized that every girl in the world wanted Greg and that I’d probably blown my chances in elementary, I pretty much gave up on trying to fight for his admiration. I just chose to love him from afar forever.


All that changed within the prior year.


 At the end of our junior year we got paired up to do a science project together. It was necessary for us to meet up after school in order to complete the project and in doing so we found out that we had a lot in common. We loved watching cartoons, were dog lovers and couldn’t live without peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. We ended up spending the whole summer together hanging out and bonding. 


When our senior year started, Greg let me know there was an arrangement that had to be made between us. His mother found out how fond we had grown of one another and she absolutely forbid Greg to see me any longer. Anyone who knew anything about my mother still didn’t want to have anything to do with her and Greg’s mother was the ring leader of that angry mob. Apparently Avia had been whoring since they were in high school and slept with Gloria Settle’s first love. Gloria maintained the grudge ever since and carried it over to me.


So our arrangement became one of secrecy. I frankly didn’t care whether Gloria Settles had a problem with my mother or me, especially because I had never done anything wrong to the woman. I believed in true love and that it couldn’t be stopped so it was my suggestion that we ignored what everyone else thought and lived our lives happily together. Greg pointed out that he couldn’t let this happen because he cared about his mother’s feelings and didn’t want to hurt her. If you ask me, I think that he didn’t want to give up the credit card that she supplied him with and let him charge up to the max since he was 14. Either way, it takes two to be in a relationship and the situation was completely out of my hands. Even though Atlanta was big enough for us to go pretty much anywhere we wanted to and feel comfortable with knowing that no one had any idea who we were and therefore couldn’t reveal our secret love, our neighborhood was a very close knit one and Greg didn’t want to take any chances so we couldn’t even show affection in school. We met up in the middle of a woody area about two miles away from our school. There was a tree there we had marked so that we knew exactly which spot was ours. We made love there on countless occasions and each time was more beautiful than the one before. Greg was my first love and the man who took my virginity, which I held very dearly. I was particularly picky about who I gave it to not only because most girls are, but because I wanted to be as far apart in comparison to Avia as possible. There was no possible way I could be as loose as she was but just to be safe, I was holding out for who I knew I would end up marrying. 


I knew Greg was that man.


I did, however, want to get married first before we had our first child but it looked as though my plans had changed. 


I wasn’t upset that I was pregnant. Quite the opposite; I was overwhelmed with joy. I would legally be an adult in a few weeks anyway and I had no problem with taking care of myself and a child - my child. I loved how it sounded. I would do anything to make sure I had a successful, happy family. I’d dreamed of it my whole life. The only thing that sat heavy on my mind was how I was going to break the news to Greg so that he could share my feelings. We’d had conversations about our futures and the things we wanted for them and Greg definitely wanted a family of his own as well but he had other accomplishments he wanted to achieve that  he felt were priority to happen before he did the whole “wife and kids” commitment. He wanted to play college football and professional football first (as all high school guys do) and then he wanted to have established businesses that were dependent on his success in the NFL. I loved his ambition but in my opinion, Greg should’ve developed a Plan B. We knew the odds of making it into any pro sport and with those odds, it was always good to have a back-up route.


I knew Greg loved me so even though this pregnancy would detour our plans slightly, they wouldn’t throw us completely off track. Greg could still go off to school and play ball and I had no problem with putting college on hold to pursue my own lifelong dream of establishing a family. I could stay home and raise our baby while Greg worked hard to provide for us. What could be more perfect than that?


I didn’t have time to try and explain any of this to Jessica.  I had too many other things to do while she sat there looking confused. I knew she was bound to pry.


“So what? Are you guys going to keep it?” I couldn’t  believe that she, of all people, would ask me that. She knew more than anyone else that I would never kill a child that I had any part in creating.


“What do you think? Damn, Jess. It’s good to know you think I’m an all around terrible person,” I snapped at her.


“I don’t think you are! But I do know that Greg is a jerk and I know he’s already tried to convince you to get rid of it. Considering who the father is, an abortion isn’t the worst thing you could do.” 


Jessica loathed Greg. She thought that our arrangement was only a convenient way for him to avoid making a real commitment to me. She didn’t understand our love but I usually chose to ignore it. For some reason at that moment her disdain for him pissed me off more than usual. I heard a small voice prompting negative emotions that I had come to learn to suppress. I found out early in life that I had a whole other side to myself that was evil and reckless. It made me violent and vengeful. I never told anyone about it besides Jessica and I wouldn’t have told her if she hadn’t witnessed it for herself. I guess whenever – I call her Fifi – comes out, I take my anger out on something near me and try to destroy it in some way. After I try and cover up whatever it is that I’ve damaged, I evidently talk in my sleep and confirm that I’d handled the mess I made. I know it sounds crazy but that’s why no one could ever know about it. 


It hadn’t happened too many times since I was little but one of those times was when Jessica was staying over at my house one night, one of the nights when Avia felt very comfortable with being open about her romantic decisions. She’d brought a woman home to be her overnight guest. I had come to a point where I couldn’t hold my feelings in any longer and I went full blast in my room. To be honest, I usually kind of blacked out when I had these tantrums.  Maybe not a blackout, because I always was aware of what I was doing as I did it, but it’s almost as if I didn’t – as if Filia didn’t have any control over what was going on. She always eventually took back over and controlled the situation but by that time it’s too late. Fifi ends up tearing up, breaking or damaging something and then Filia comes in and cleans up behind her.


That night, I heard some noises at the front door and I opened it to check it out. Before my bottom jaw had time to hit the floor, my mother’s guest quickly pulled her finger from under Avia’s skirt. Then they acted as if I wasn’t even standing there anymore and starting kissing as they walked right past me and up the stairs where Jessica was standing, right into the whore’s room. I was so embarrassed, upset and shocked. I walked to my room calmly and I tried my hardest to stay that way for as long as possible but no time after I entered the room, I lost it. It was like the day before my seventh birthday party all over again. I started picking up things and throwing them everywhere, I went to my closet and dragged down all of my clothes off the hangers and after all that was done, I sat on the wall and started banging the back of my head against it for awhile. The only thing that stopped me from cramming it through the wall completely was Jessica. She had been watching me from the door the whole time. She came over and shook me while she said my name over and over. I finally snapped out of it when I heard my name, but not before I pushed her with full force to the ground. I hadn’t done it on purpose, it just happened. Almost at the exact same moment of the shove, Filia screamed and made me come back. Jessica wasn’t hurt but she looked terrified. 


“Jess, I – I’m sorry. I didn’t do it. It was…” I couldn’t even finish the rest of the sentence because I knew how nuts it would sound.  It might have been crazy but it was the truth. “It was Fifi.”


“Fifi? What?” She was so confused. I felt awful. I explained Fifi to her the best way I could, completely expecting her to walk out of my house and my life by the time my story was over. To my surprise, she didn’t. 


“Who else knows about these… tantrums?” Jess asked.


“You’re the first person to find out. I always cover up after them and no one ever knows anything even happened,” I explained.


I didn’t know how to arrange my feelings at that moment. On one hand, I couldn’t be more ashamed, embarrassed and scared that Jess would tell people so that everyone would know I was crazy and needed to be committed. On the other hand, I was relieved beyond belief that I no longer had to hold on to this secret by myself. It had been so stressful to have this side of me that no one could know about. I probably did need help because whenever Fifi would come out, there’d be a black hole that opened up inside of me. It made me feel like anything could happen and that everything probably would happen. I don’t know how else to explain it besides – pure ecstasy. I knew it shouldn’t feel that way. I knew that type of anger is supposed to weigh you down and make you feel awful, but this kind was different. Fifi felt like all power. She felt stronger than a god and more powerful than a bolt of lightning. She called the shots on whatever she wanted and that was something Filia couldn’t do. Filia was smart and conscious of other people and how they felt but she was powerless against reality. She couldn’t make her mother behave like a mother, force her lover to embrace her how she wanted, or convince the heavens to send some signal directing her to her father. Fifi had the power to do all that if she wanted to. 


That’s what it felt like at least. 


Whenever I was Fifi, I was God. Strike that – Fifi was all evil… maybe she was Satan. When I was completely sane and rational, thoughts like that scared me. Though I tried my best to keep Fifi at bay, she found any reason she could to escape the restraints of my mind. 


Jess did what I had believed up until then was an impossible reaction for someone who found out about Fifi to have; she came over and hugged me. I didn’t know what to do so I just let her hug me. I stood there limply not knowing what emotion to grab onto until one hit me and I began to cry. She cried too, as hard as I did and with no shame. I never thought I’d love another woman as much as I loved my best friend at that moment. No other person had ever shown they cared about me in such a way that this adolescent girl who should’ve been freaked out to say the least showed me. Even after we had no tears left to cry with, Jess looked at me and simply said, “I’ll never judge you and no one will know. Let’s clean up this mess.” If I’d ever had an ounce of a doubt that Jessica Volmer was anything less than my best friend, those doubts had been officially laid to rest. She knew me better than any other human being on earth. From then on, she also refused to call me Fifi. She just call me Fil.


Thankfully Jess realized she knew me like the back of her hand because ever since that episode, if she saw a possible sign of Fifi coming out, she stopped it. 


She saw her coming out right then.


“I don’t think Greg is a bad person,” she said, without acknowledging my growing temper. “I’m just saying that I think you deserve better than just ‘not a bad person.’” I knew exactly what Jess was trying to do and softening her words instantly calmed me.


I took a deep breath.


“He hasn’t had a chance to try and convince me to get rid of our child because I haven’t told him yet.”


“When are you going to tell him?”


“I’m just going to tell him I think I’m pregnant and take a pregnancy test with him there. We’re meeting up at our spot later today.”


Her face seemed to light up.


“You haven’t taken a test yet? You may not even be pregnant!”




How could I tell her that I wanted to be pregnant? I didn’t want to appear any more psycho to Jessica than I already had proven to be. Most teenage girls would’ve been praying for the lingering possibility of a misgiving of pregnancy only to find out they weren’t. Most of those girls probably had a ton of other goals they wanted to accomplish before they had kids too, if they ever chose to have any. But having a family was my goal. My only goal. 



I knew for sure I was pregnant anyway. My period was always exactly 28 days apart from the last one. I could set a clock to it. 


I hadn’t had one in two months. 


On top of that, I’d been peeing and throwing up like a cocker spaniel. I was definitely pregnant.


“I know I’m pregnant, Jess. Trust me on that one.”


“Well, if you know for sure, the only thing for me to do as your best friend is be there for you no matter what. You know that you can count on that.”


I smiled. I may not have had the mother I wanted, but I had the sister I needed.
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I held the stick in my hand and stared at the two bright blue stripes as I waited for my lover by our tree. 



One stripe meant it was negative, two stripes meant positive. I know for sure because I re-read the back of the box until I could recite it.

I tried to wait for Greg so we could share the moment of either confirmation or devastation of my possible pregnancy together. After Jessica said aloud what I had known was a possible outcome, I had no choice but to rush to a store and buy five pregnancy tests (I wanted to be sure). I smiled at all five of them and hopefully Greg would smile too. I realize that he probably would be taken aback at first, but I think after I explained everything and what I was willing to do in order for our new life to work, he’d quickly come around.


He was almost a full hour late. I should have been steaming upset but I didn’t mind. The extra time allowed me to get my thoughts together and prepare for the conversation. 


Right when I had my whole speech planned perfectly, Greg walked out of the clear blue to the spot where I stood in front of our tree. He looked me up and down.


“Why are you smiling so hard?” he asked me suspiciously. Shit! I had already forgotten to dim down the grin. Oh, well.


“Baby, you remember how we had all of those talks about our futures?” I started.


“Yeah…” He was still suspicious. Was Greg some type of mind reader? I decided to skip the filler and go straight in for the kill before he got the wrong idea.


“I know we had very specific plans but we have to incorporate a pretty big factor into our lives,” I stressed. “Greg, I’m pregnant.” I held up the stick I had just recently peed on. He stared at it silently with no real reaction. I tried to read his facial expressions but I couldn’t. I stood there without saying anything for what seemed like a decade until I couldn’t take it anymore.


“So….We’re going to have a baby.” It was the best thing I could think of to say.


“No we’re not,” Greg said dryly.


“No, trust me, we are. I took the test five times. I’m definitely pregnant.”


“That’s not what I mean, Filia. You can’t have that baby.” We switched spots and now I was the one standing there with a blank expression. Maybe I misunderstood what he’d just said.


“What do you mean exactly by that?” I tried one more time. He looked highly irritated by the question.


“Filia, for you to be as smart as you are, you’re acting really dumb right now. Listen closely this time. You’re getting an abortion.” He emphasized those last words bluntly and slowly, as if I were mentally challenged. I kept the same blank stare.


“We can schedule it tomorrow and get it done this weekend. Nobody ever has to know about this. I’ll pay for it.” He was serious. He wanted me to kill my child. I didn’t care if Jesus himself demanded me to kill my baby. I would spit in his face and tell him to go to hell. So that’s what I did to Greg.


“You stupid mother fucker! You lied to me!” I yelled with as much force as my body would allow me to yell with. “You told me you loved me and would always be there – through everything! It was your idea to fuck without condoms anyway! Now you want to just up destroy a life that you had a part in creating because of some stupid football dream? Who the fuck do you think you are? You’re not even that good!”


Greg was motionless for about five seconds after I was done yelling. Then he abruptly took the back of his right hand, the one he was wearing his class ring on, and slammed it directly against my face. I fell backwards on the ground as my head hit our tree. 


That’s the last thing I remember.
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I loved sleeping. Usually I had dreams you couldn’t possibly imagine. They felt so real. Most times it felt like my actual life was the dream and the dream was how things were supposed to have gone the whole time. This time was no different.


In this dream, I watched my life in slow motion. Everything moved like it did in those scenes where two people are running towards each other in a field of flowers. I watched myself grow up. I saw the seven year old me, Avia and Mr. Rowland from my elementary school watching some hilarious sitcom on a Sunday evening, then afterwards we played Monopoly and Mr. Rowland let me win. Mommy couldn’t stop smiling and kissing us both on our cheeks. 


Then, during my teenage years, I had one consistent boyfriend who I’d been with since our freshman year of high school. We walked through the halls of our school every day, holding each other’s hands the whole way and always kissing before we went off to our separate classes. He’d walk me to mine and then head off to his. 


We got married the day after our graduation and immediately started having children. He went off to school and became a successful businessman while I took care of our house, raised our children and transformed into the perfect arm piece whenever he needed me to. Avia would come over to see her grandchildren and take them toy shopping on a regular basis. They’d stay overnight with their grandma while me and my husband couldn’t keep our hands off one another at home. We’d spend whole weekends in bed, naked, admiring each other. Then our kids would come back and we’d embrace them for minutes at a time apiece and resume our blissful existence. 


Our kids grew up so fast and had their own lives and children. My husband and I traveled the world after our family made their own families. We went to Paris, Alaska, Nepal, Italy, Brazil and everywhere else there was to go. I saw the most beautiful things that God believed fit to bless the earth with and I shared those moments with the love of my life. We came back with souvenirs, stories and photos. 


We did this until one day it was time for our journey to come to an end. We knew exactly when that was. We felt it. My husband and I lie next to one another in our bed staring at each other. He closed his eyes first. 


He didn’t open them again. 


A tear fell from my eye, but only one. I couldn’t be too sad because I’d be with him again in a moment.


 I started to close my eyes slowly, but right before they shut all the way, I saw Jessica.


“Fil? Fil, are you awake? Nurse!” Jessica called out. A large woman came rushing into the room. “Nurse, I think her eyes are open!” The robust woman came and stared at me through big, round eyes covered by glasses that were too small. 


“She’s fine. She just needs to rest. Maybe you should leave her alone for awhile,” the woman said in a voice that was even smaller than her glasses. Her body size and voice didn’t match. It left me feeling more confused than I already was.


“I’m not going anywhere. I’m her sister and I have the right to be here,” Jess protested. The nurse rolled her eyes but didn’t object.


“Fine, but when the doctor comes in to do her exam, you’ll at least have to step out for a moment.” Tiny-voice exited the room.


Jess walked over to where I laid and looked at me with joy and fear all at once.


“How are you feeling?” she asked.


“I’m… confused,” I answered honestly. “Jess, what’s going on? Why am I here?” 


“You don’t remember anything about what happened?”


I closed my eyes and tried to remember something. I remembered my dream. I remembered the woods… Greg. Where was he?


“How did I get here? Did Greg bring me here?” I asked frantically. I started to move a little but I felt a sharp pain in my back as soon as I budged. 


“Don’t move!” Jess yelped.


“Why does my body feel like this?! Tell me something!” I was about to lose my mind. 


Jessica looked at me and took a deep breath.


“There’s a lot we need to talk about, Filia. None of it is good.” My heart skipped so many beats I don’t know how I didn’t die right at that moment. “I don’t know where to start,” she said.


“Start anywhere. Just say something.” I felt myself about to cry more than I ever have before and didn’t even know the reason yet.


“I guess I’ll start by telling you what happened to you,” Jess began. “Remember you told me that you were meeting up with Greg in the woods so you could tell him about the pregnancy? Well, I knew for sure that I would hear from you later on that that day and that you would tell me how he took the news. When it started to get dark and I still hadn’t heard from you, it was weird because I knew how anxious you would’ve been to tell me. I called your house a trillion times and no one answered the phone. I became so worried that I snuck my mom’s gun out of her closet and drove to the woods myself to look for you. I found you -” Jess began softly crying, “I found you lying on the ground with a black eye and blood coming from your head. I screamed immediately because I thought you may have been dead.”


I touched the back of my head and winced. It hurt like hell. 


Jessica continued.


“I came over to you and saw that you were breathing but I didn’t want to touch you because I didn’t know what’d happened and if something was possibly broken. I ran to the closest house I could find and called 911.” She started to cry harder. “I didn’t wanna leave you alone, Filia, but I had to get the ambulance there as quickly as I could.”


Suddenly, I remembered some of what happened. I recalled telling Greg about me being pregnant, him demanding an abortion and then me cursing him and spitting in his face. Then he hit me and I fell back onto the tree. I must’ve fallen hard for my head to have become so badly cut. But… did he really just leave me there? And how on earth did my eye become bruised from falling back?


“Greg didn’t call anyone?” I asked. As soon as I did, Jessica’s soft side vanished and a look of hate came about.


“There’s more to it than just that,” she gritted through her teeth. “Greg didn’t just leave you there; he beat you, Filia.” 


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.


“He hit you the one time before you actually passed out, but then he repeatedly hit you in your stomach. The police have him in custody right now. He turned himself in this morning, he claims, out of guilt.”


“So will I – will my baby be okay?”


She shook her head slowly. “There is no more baby, Fil.”



I couldn’t grip on to reality. Fifi was anxiously trying to push her way out of me but Filia’s hurt was too great to let the anger take over. I just lie there quietly with giant tears washing down my face. I couldn’t even muster up the strength to wipe them away. My body ached badly and my stomach and back were throbbing with pain. I wished I’d died in the woods. It would have been better than waking up and finding out that my life was over  now that my baby was no more.


“There’s two more things I need to tell you,” Jess said. How much more could I take? Was she trying to kill me? I turned to her and silently listened. If I could make it through that much, I could get through the rest of the conversation – I hoped.


“The doctors think I’m your sister and since you don’t have any other family they can contact, they told me your medical conditions. I’m so sorry, Fil, but they say you may not be able to ever have children.”


If only I’d had a gun right there to finish off the job Greg started on me… maybe Jess still had her mom’s. I couldn’t cry anymore. What else should I have expected? Far be it for me to long for a family and a life I could be satisfied with. I obviously was some serial killer in a previous life because I was surely getting punished for it in this one. Something Jess said didn’t make sense though.


“Why didn’t they just call Avia down here? I might not like her, but she is still my mother. Did she not want to claim me when she found out I was pregnant or something?” I asked, surprised at Avia’s carelessness.


“It was the other way around. You’re mother rushed down here as soon as she heard what had happened to you. She was in such a hurry that… she crashed.” I froze. I knew that Jess was saying the wrong thing. I knew there was some mistake in her wording. I knew she wasn’t going to say what she ended up saying. 


“Avia is dead, Filia.”
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I’d never been to a funeral before. 

My mother’s was the first. 

I’d never been close enough to anyone who’d died to attend a funeral. I didn’t need any comparisons to know that, as far as funerals go, I wasn’t a fan. I hope Avia’s would be the last one I ever had to attend before my own.


I sat in the front row of the huge church that held only a few attendance. Jessica and her mother sat next to me. I hardly knew any others who’d come. I recognized a few faces as previous dates of Avia’s. Janice was also there. She sat a few rows behind me. I think she only did so because she believed I hated her. I might’ve felt strongly about her when I was younger but I grew up to realize that she wasn’t the one that hurt me; she wasn’t my mother. It wasn’t her job to protect me and love me. Even though we rarely spoke, I still considered her to be something like family considering she was one of the handful of people that had known and been around me since birth. I didn’t have too many people who I could say the same for. 


Also amongst the small portion of mourners were a few of those who went out of their way to make sure that my mother and I never felt welcomed in the community I was born and raised in. I wanted to personally walk up to each and every one of them and tell them to leave. I didn’t know what right they felt they had to condemn my mother and then show up at her funeral but they were completely out of order. I had a few choice words for them.


The funeral was closed casket. When Avia found out I’d been hospitalized, she immediately jumped in her car. She was in so much of a hurry that when a dear jumped out in front of her, she swerved into a huge tree and almost knocked it over trying to avoid the dear. The crash knocked her unconscious and while she was out, her engine ruptured from the collision and caught fire. She was already burnt to a crisp by the time any police or ambulance arrived given the time of night and the fact that she was on a desolate back road. They asked me to identify the body but before they pulled the sheet all the way back on her, I began throwing up. I couldn’t stand to look at her for more than a second and even if I could, there was no way I could make out what resembled a giant piece of blackened jerky to ever have been a person. It was the most disturbing image I’d ever seen. 


I started to blink several times in an attempt to delete the image that had been scorched into my mind as I listened to the minister talk about how God loved all of his children and had the ability to forgive even the most unthinkable of sins. I couldn’t help but wonder how many sins the minister had committed in his lifetime. My mind only drifted to this place because I didn’t like him implying my mother was a sinner at her funeral, although she definitely was. It still seemed highly inappropriate, especially with her only daughter sitting front row whom had no other family in the world. 


I also wondered if God knew about me - both of me. Filia knew Him. She prayed to Him and tried to do what she thought He’d want her to do. She treated others kindly, always gave money or help to those in need and even went to church occasionally. She was rational and caring. 

Fifi was the total opposite. 

Fifi was everything God was against. She was pure malevolence. She smiled when presented with pain and stood face to face with the devil himself, challenging him. I don’t think she wanted to be evil on purpose but she wanted to feel good and seek vengeance against whomever and whatever deserved it. I understood her, even if I didn’t agree with her. She might not have been completely just in her actions but her desire for reparation was logical. I wondered if God understood it the way I did. The minister did say He could forgive anything. Maybe He forgave because He, in fact, understood perfectly. You don’t have to necessarily condone things that you don’t agree with to stand against them. I don’t condone drug use but I still understand that people use them because they want to feel good and escape. Maybe by Him understanding, He could fix me one day. 


I hoped so. 


I prayed so. 


Whatever it was that Fifi turned me into scared me and I wanted her gone for good or at least tamed and intertwined with Filia so that she wasn’t such a coward. Fifi had the power to either strengthen Filia or destroy her, but not both. I doubted there was any chance of the two peacefully cohabitating with the other for long. For now Fifi was definitely staying in her own separate space until she felt like coming out.


After the minister was done speaking, it was my turn. I was to give my mother’s eulogy and I was prepared. I didn’t realize until her death that, even though I disagreed with Avia about most things and sometimes - all the time - wished that she was someone else, she was still the only family I knew and I loved her no matter how unhappy I was with my life. She was the one that gave breathe to me and I not only acknowledged that, I was grateful. Being that she was the only person in my bloodline that I’d ever known, I demanded respect on behalf of my family and everyone would know that in a moment. 


I approached the front of the church. I had prepared a speech but seeing all of these people face to face, some with the nerve to cry, inspired me to ad lib my mother’s eulogy instead. 

Fifi poked her head.


“How dare all of you bastards,” I spat at the church. 


“Now calm down, Filia,” the minister asked of me. 


I turned to face him.


“No. This is my mother’s funeral. My mother! I have the right to be upset and the right to speak on the behalf of what little family I had.” 


I looked back at the rows of faces that I wanted to punch.


“How can you live with yourselves? You feel good coming here and acting like you give a fuck about my mother? Do you?! Some of you watched me grow up with your children and have never even spoken to me. You never questioned why I didn’t attend their parties and ignored the fact that I was the only little girl that wasn’t at the father-daughter dances. But did you feel any bit of remorse? No! You felt justified because you knew I was the daughter of a whore. Well how about I let you know what your sons and daughters are?”


I pointed to Ashley Millers parents who were on the left side of the church.


“Did you know that your perfect little daughter doesn’t really still go to slumber parties? What she really does when she tells you she’s at her friends’ for the night is go to house parties and practice her lap dancing technique on college guys. She’s getting pretty good from what I hear. They’re starting to tip her, even. Nice work Mr. and Mrs. Miller.”  I smiled while sarcastically giving them a thumbs-up gesture. They gasped and got up to leave the church. 


“Leaving so soon? Shame on me for ruining this lovely experience for you, but my good friend the Jones’s are still here. Hey, remember that year my mom took me trick-or-treating when I was 8 and when we got to you guy’s house, you conveniently ran out of candy? Funny thing, you’re son actually has plenty of sweets everyone now… well, not so much for me as for guys, seeing as how he secretly sucks dicks in the basement of this very church. I’ve personally walked in on him before. He must get the technique from you, Mrs. Jones. Or is that jolly gene something that father and son share, Mr. Jones? You never know.” 

 I winked at them.
            “You’re evil! I can see why that boy hit you. You’re even more corrupt then your mother was!” Mrs. Jones yelled at me.
            “Exactly why I’m so confused as to why you showed up to her funeral. Feel free to fuck off!” I flipped her the bird.
            Mrs. Jones stormed out of the church with her husband in tow. I couldn’t help but smile. Everyone else began to slowly get up from their seats too, all scared of what I might expose them for. 
            “Where’s everyone going? I had so much more to say. Please come back. What at all will I do without your condolences?” I laughed uncontrollably. I was having so much fun. Maybe funerals weren’t that bad after all. 
I suddenly heard my name.
            “Filia!”
            I turned around and saw Jessica, her mother and Janice all behind me.
            “Fil?.... Fifi?” Jessica tested.
            I realized what happened and immediately ran in the direction of the closest bathroom. Jess was close behind. I began crying before I hit the ground with misery.
            “What did I do? Avia’s funeral is ruined because of me,” I sobbed. 
            “That wasn’t you out there,” Jessica explained. “That wasn’t Filia and you know it. That was Fifi for sure. ” 
            I hadn’t planned for it to happen that way. I ‘d fully prepared to lay a thick layer of guilt on everyone, tactfully, with my eulogy. I was going to emphasis how my mother probably did the things that she did because she never had any true friends. I wasn’t planning on pointing anyone out in particular, especially because I believed that everyone equally had a hand in her internal unhappiness. I was only going to generally criticize our neighborhood as being a judgmental one and hopefully make the guilty in attendance rethink their behaviors and how they affected other peoples’ lives. I had no intentions of hurting anyone or embarrassing myself. I’d disrespected my mother’s funeral and there was no taking it back. 



Jessica’s mom, Mrs. Volmer walked into the bathroom.



“Is everything alright in here?” she asked.


“Yes, mom. Filia is just mourning in her own way,” Jess replied for me.


Mrs. Volmer walked over and crouched down on the floor to be eye level with me.


“I understand the kind of hurt you’re going through. When I lost my husband, I was in pain just like you are right now. I also know you may not have agreed with the kind of decisions your mother made with her personal life, but I have never known her to turn her back on you. She and I weren’t close friends, even though you two girls have always been inseparable, but I respected her in how she raised you. Try your hardest to at least appreciate that about her and mourn her respectfully.” She rose back to standing position. “Everyone has left the church, besides the minister and Janice. It will be a very small procession, but are you ready to go to the cemetery, or will you need a moment to collect yourself?”


I stood up and looked at my reflection in the mirror. My eyes were swollen, aside from still being bruised from Greg’s rage. I looked hideous and my words had only complimented that appearance. I appreciated Mrs. Volmer for not making me feel foolish and crazy, though I definitely had been. I always figured Jessica inherited her mother’s grace and class. It’s easy to beat someone when they’re down but few can say they have literally stooped down and lifted someone back up, even when they deserved to stay right there on the ground. 


I turned out of the mirror. I couldn’t stand to look at myself any longer. 


I tucked Fifi away… for now. Filia had business to attend to. Anyway, I think Fifi was satisfied with the mess she’d made. 

Now for the cleanup.


“I’m ready. Let’s go and bury my mother.”
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I didn’t know what to make of the burial. I expected for the day to be rainy and cold with death in the air. I wanted it to be that way so I could feel the way a child is supposed to feel when they lose a parent. Instead it was a beautiful day. The birds were busy chirping away, the sun seemed to smile down on the earth and the grass looked as if it was at its peak green for the year. 


That sucked. 


Yet somehow none of that affected my mood. I still felt as miserable as I possibly could. But I wasn’t down solely because of Avia’s death anymore. That of course was a huge part of it but I was also feeling low at the thought of my life having no meaning. The day my mother died is the same day that not only my baby died, but also the love I had for the man I thought loved me just as much as I loved him. My future was no more. I had nothing to look forward to or expect out of life. I felt like a blank canvas that would never get to feel paint splatter onto my front by the magnificent hand of the artist. With that paint, I would have been part of a masterpiece; a classic. The paint couldn’t have that title without me, it would just be paint. I had the ability to help make it art. The paint needed me, just like my baby needed me - just like Avia needed me. I thought back to the last time I’d seen my mother before the accident. It was before I left for school on what would become the worst day of my life.


“Fifi!” Avia yelled at me from downstairs. I rolled my eyes in the back of my head because I knew what she wanted. She tried the same thing every day. I walked down the steps slowly with my backpack on.


“Yeah, Avia?”


“I was just wondering if you wanted to go to the Lenox mall with me after you got home from school today. I looked at your Coach bag and I think you could use a new one,” she stated as she smiled uncontrollably.


“No thanks. I don’t really feel like shopping today.”


“Well, we don’t have to shop. How about a movie? We could just have a girl’s day. When’s the last time we went to get a mother-daughter mani-pedi?”


I couldn’t help but roll my eyes again. She was trying her hardest to get me to hang out with her. I was still highly agitated from the previous night.


“Is your guest still here?” I asked.


“Oh, Sasha? She -”


“Avia, remember we agreed; no names. I’m not interested in having any type of connection with these people.”


“I wish you wouldn’t act that way, Fifi. I’m just being who I am. I have never tried to stop you from being who you are. Why won’t you give me the same respect?”


“Are you joking?” I said. “You are the ultimate reason why I can’t be who I am. I can’t even know who I am because of you. You can’t be complete when a whole half of your being is a mystery, Avia.” 


She winced at those words as if they physically cut her. She was defenseless against the father topic.


“I don’t understand why you still won’t tell me,” I said. “I’ll be 18 in two weeks and out of high school in three. Don’t you think it’s time?”


“I wish I could tell you, but I can’t,” she said.


“No, you can. I know that you know who he is,” I accused. “You just won’t tell me for whatever selfish reasons you’ve justified in your mind.”


“Trust me, Filia. The reasons I have for not telling you are anything besides selfish. I’m only doing this for you. You don’t want to know your father. If I told you, you would wish I never had. Please, why can’t you just be happy with the life we have? I give you everything you want.”


“Not everything.”


“I can’t give you that! I’m so tired of explaining this to you. When will you drop it?”


There’s no way she could be serious.


“Are you that into yourself, Avia? Do you think that you can just feed me some bullshit line about me not wanting to know who my father is and think I’ll leave it at that? I have the right to know. Even if he turned out to be some awful serial killer or something, I still need to know that. I need to know who I came from.”


“You came from me, Filia. We’re enough family for each other. That used to be enough for you when you were a kid. You were once so happy and content with it just being the two of us.”


“I was never happy with that. I only pretended to be that way because I used to care about your feelings. You led me to believe that lying was the way to protect those you loved, so I lied to you. I won’t anymore.”


“Are you saying you don’t love me?” Avia asked, as her eyes glazed over with tears.


I sighed deeply.


“The truth is I’ll love you no matter what. Nothing can stop that,” I told her. “You are my mother and you have always taken care of me. I don’t agree with your lifestyle or your choices but I don’t hate you. But be clear on one thing; I will never like, respect or trust you until you are completely honest with me about who my father is. Until you can do that, we will only be mother and daughter, not friends. And you should also know that after I graduate, there is nothing you can do to stop me from finding him. I don’t care if I have to hunt him down in Thailand, I will find him, and when I do I will know whatever it is you are trying to keep from me. So are you absolutely positive you don’t want to tell me now? It could save our relationship. I don’t want the possibility of me despising you lingering in the air for something you could have just as easily told.”

Instead of answering me, Avia began crying. I rolled my eyes for the last time. Sometimes she could be overly dramatic.


“I can’t hang out with you after school, Avia. I have plans. See you later,” I said to her as I walked out of the door and headed off to school.


That was the last time I saw my mother alive and the last thing she’d asked me was if I loved her or not. 


As I stood over her casket alone, I undoubtedly knew that I loved her. I was so occupied with longing for a family my entire life, I never appreciated the one that I had. I should’ve gone to the mall with Avia that day. Maybe things would’ve gone differently if I’d just stayed with her. 

It was all spilled milk that couldn’t be wiped up. 

I had no choice but to find my father. If I had to live on this earth, I refused to do it without family. 
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I began walking back to the car where Jessica and her mother were waiting for me to say my last goodbyes to Avia before her body was placed in the earth forever. Before I reached the car, I heard my name being yelled somewhere behind me.


“Miss Shadows! Filia Shadows!”


I turned around to face a man I felt like I had seen before but couldn’t remember exactly where.


“Do I know you?” I asked the tall, older gentleman. The feeling of familiarity excited me.  Could he be my father?


“You don’t really know me but I know who you are,” he answered. 


I smiled a sincere smile for the first time that day. Maybe fate didn’t have it out for me and everything was working out how it was supposed to. Of course he would find me. He heard about my mother’s death and knew that I would need family now more than ever, so he found me. I didn’t have to search for him at all!


“You may have seen me and you’re mother talking a couple times over the years but you and I have never been properly introduced,” he explained as he reached his hand out. As I grabbed his hand for our first father-daughter embrace, I was taken aback when he firmly shook it. Maybe affection just wasn’t his thing.


“I’m Gerald Dickens, you’re mother’s attorney.”


“Your – who?”


“Gerald Dickens. I’ve handled many of your mother’s assets and legal matters over the years, throughout your whole life actually. We usually met privately at my office.”


I was disappointed, to say the least. When would I learn to stop being optimistic? And why would this man approach me at my mother’s funeral anyway? I’m sure he had to know this was a highly inappropriate time.


“Mr. Dickens, is there something I could do for you? I kind of wanted to get home as soon as I could.”


“Of course, I understand,” Gerald said. “Would you mind taking a detour to my office? I need to discuss an important matter with you. It will only take a few moments.”


“Can it wait?”


“It’s actually quite urgent. Please, it’s regarding your mother’s last wishes.”


I sighed deeply. I was drained for the day. I only wanted to go home and mourn Avia’s death along with the death of my life. Plus, that scene Fifi caused earlier left me with a lack of energy and patience. 

But he said it was urgent. 


“We’ll follow you there. But please, whatever it is, make it quick.”


I sat waiting in the office of Gerald Dickens staring at the degrees on his wall. 

I counted six. 

I couldn’t make out what they all said but I could tell that he was the best of the best. His golden name plate rested next to a family photo. Ol’ Gerald must’ve been a busy man outside of running his own law firm. He had as many children as he had degrees. His wife’s body looked as if she hadn’t popped one of them out. For a second I thought that maybe they’d adopted but that thought flew out of my mind once I realized that the entire family of eight were almost identical to one another. 

She probably had several surgeries to keep her body up like that. 

There’s no way she could’ve had time to work out and raise six kids all at once. Given his appearance, I’m sure Gerald could afford however many surgeries his wife desired. 

Or maybe they just hired a nanny so she could work out. 



“Fil,” Jess said.


I realized that I had been staring at the photograph for too long. 


“Are you alright? We can take you home if you’re not feeling up to this,” she said.


“No, I’m fine. I’m just tired. I’d rather get this over with now.”


Gerald walked into the room.


“I’m so sorry for the wait,” he apologized. “I had to obtain the necessary paperwork for this matter.”


“It’s no problem,” I assured him. “Mr. Dickens, I hate to come off as rude, but if we could fast pace through whatever it is that I’m here for, that would be great. I’m terribly exhausted.”


“This will only take a few minutes,” he confirmed. “In order to continue, I’m afraid I will need to speak with you alone.”


“Anything you can say in front of me, you can say in front of these two women,” I said as I pointed in the direction of Jessica and her mother.


“It’s not my choice,” Gerald said. “Instructions per your mothers wishes.”


“Fil, we can wait outside in the car. It’s okay,” Jess said. Her and her mother got up and left the office.


“Because you’re in somewhat of a rush, I’ll make this short and to the point. Your mother has left all of her assets to you, available immediately.”


I paused. How could I completely forget about the inheritance? I honestly hadn’t thought about it since the day she’d died. I’d been so depressed but besides that, I’d never thought about it too much before she passed either. She always made sure I had enough money for small things I wanted but I never wanted much. I never worried about anything because I knew we were well off.


“You’re mother wanted this meeting to be in private because, besides Avia and myself, no one else knew how wealthy your mother really was. She felt as though keeping it a secret was best for you, as not to attract unwanted attention and false friends.”


“Trust me, Mr. Dickens, Avia definitely didn’t keep her wealth a secret. She was always shopping and buying new things. She even tried to buy me a brand new car when I turned 16, but I rejected it.”


“Shopping for the things she shopped for is one thing, but being a millionaire is a something else.”


“A what-ionaire?” I asked, baffled.


“Look for yourself,” Gerald said and handed me a sheet of paper. “This is a list of all your mother’s assets.”


There had to be some typos on the sheet because, even though I knew we were well off, I never imagined we had that much money. Avia controlled hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of stock, our house was worth close to a million dollars and most shocking of all was the amount of money in Avia’s bank account; $1,434,019.23. With all of our assets added together, we were multi-millionaires!


I sat back in the chair I was in and tried to grab a hold of the moment while Gerald explained everything.


“You see, Miss Shadows, when your great uncle passed, he originally left your mother with about a million dollars in assets, along with the house you now live in. Your mother was a very intelligent woman, however. She invested so much money into stocks over the years that she managed to effectively double the original inheritance while maintaining her lifestyle. She always talked about a feeling she had that she would pass young and she wanted to prepare things so that you would never have to worry about money. Your mother loved you very much, Miss Shadows.”


I couldn’t believe what was happening. 

I was a multi-millionaire. 

I pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. 


“There is one condition to you receiving the money and assets,” Gerald said.


“What’s that?”


He looked a little uncomfortable, as if he didn’t want to say.


“You have to agree to never try and find your biological father.”


I knew it. Even from the grave Avia wanted to control me. There was no way I could stop looking for my father. I had already vowed to it and no amount of money in the world could sway my decision. On the other hand, if I had that money I would never have to work in my life. I could take care of myself, travel the world and even bring Jess along with me. With the stocks that I would have control of, my money would continue to grow even while I spent it. 


I had an idea.


“Do you need some time to think about it?” Gerald asked me.


“No, I’ve made my decision; I’ll take the money along with the agreement,” I answered.


“Are you sure? I know that this is a lot to take in for one day.”


“I’m positive. I would also like to keep you as my attorney and financial analyst. You’ve seemed to keep my mother’s assets in-line for all of these years, and quite well. I also trust you, seeing as how you could’ve easily kept this from me since you were the only other living person who knew the extent of Avia’s wealth.”


Gerald smiled.


“I would be honored to, Miss Shadows. My, I must say that your mother certainly did raise an intelligent and courteous young woman.”


“I guess she did,” I said, as my smile faded at the mention of my lonely upbringing. “Now that you are officially my lawyer, I wanted to let you know about my first big business decision.”


“Already?” Gerald asked.


“I move quickly, Mr. Dickens. Try to keep up.” I winked at him. 


He smiled again.


“Okay, what did you have in mind,” he asked.


“I want to sell my house, as soon as possible.”
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“You have how much money?!” Jess screamed in excitement.


“Shhh! Do you have to do that every time I tell you something?” I said. I’d just gotten home and told Jessica about the inheritance. 


“Oh relax. Nobody’s here besides us,” she waved me off, “Now, you’re sure about being able to let go of looking for your father for the money?” Jess asked sincerely.


“Well that’s the thing, the clause in the will said I would have to stop looking for him… it didn’t say anything about anyone else looking,” I said, smiling slyly.


“What are you thinking exactly?”


“I’m thinking of you searching for him instead,” I revealed.


Jess looked reluctant.


“I’ll pay you, of course,” I assured her.


“Don’t be silly. You know I would never ask of money from you. You’re my best friend until we die together, Fil,” she replied. “It’s just that, well… maybe you should stop looking for him all together.”


I looked at her skeptically.


“Why on earth would I do that? I’ve been obsessing over finding my father my whole life.”


“That’s the point. It’s eaten up your entire existence,” she stressed. “You have let your whole childhood and adolescence past you by because you were so busy worrying about it. Do you really want to begin your adulthood that way too?” 


I seriously considered what she’d asked. I never thought about my obsession to find my father in that light. It never felt negative, although I guess it had been. Now that I was thinking about it, every time Fifi ever made an appearance, the reason somehow always stemmed back to my anger for wanting a father and complete family. My yearning for my father and happiness had ultimately and ironically been the reason for my unhappiness. 

But it didn’t matter. 

I needed it now more than I ever would have before. My mother was gone and I had no other blood ties. My life wouldn’t be worth living without just one person who I could call family. 


“I’m sure, Jess.”


“Okay,” she unenthusiastically shrugged, “If this is what you want to do, and you’re sure –”


“I’m positive.”


“– then I’m onboard.”


“I knew I could count on you.” I reached over and embraced my best friend.


“So, where and when do we start?” Jess asked.


“Tomorrow. You’re going to help me pack.”


“Pack what? And why?” she asked, looking at me quizzically.


“I’m selling the house and moving into the city” I told her. “I don’t want the neighbors poking their noses in what I’m doing. It could sabotage everything if anybody found out I was breaking the clause in the will. I don’t think I could face them anymore after embarrassing myself at the funeral. I want to find an apartment in the city by this weekend so we need to get a move on. I only want to take my clothes. The memories that everything else holds in this house aren’t what I would call happy ones,” I stated as I looked around what would soon no longer be my home.


“This weekend, Fil?” Jess asked. “Don’t you think that’s a bit too soon? I mean, you’re mother’s funeral was only today. No one would blame you if you just wanted to relax and keep to yourself for awhile.”


“I’ve been keeping to myself forever. I don’t want that anymore. I always envied two things about Avia; that she was beautiful beyond belief and that she did anything she wanted to, in spite of what anyone thought about her, even me.”


“You’re beautiful too. You guys really have similar features, only with slight differences.”


I smiled at my friend for trying to make me feel better. She was a terrible liar.


“Plus, you hated her for the same reason you envied her. The things she did upset you on a daily basis. Are you saying you want to do those things now?”


“No! I don’t want to be Avia; I want to live like her. I want to throw caution to the wind and not care. I want to be happy with myself without anyone else’s approval. I’ve never truly been happy, you know?”


Jessica looked at me and nodded her head.


“I know. Let’s change that.”


The next day, I woke up fully energized. Part of me still wanted to mourn but the other part knew that there were too many good tomorrows ahead to be sad about yesterdays. It was a new day and I refused to have any regrets. Jess spent the night with me in order to assist with the full day I had planned. 

First things first, I needed a car and an apartment. 

Car first. 

I wasn’t going to be picky about what kind of car it was. I didn’t want to spend all of my money on something that deteriorates in value as soon as you drive it off the lot. I also didn’t need everyone to know how much money I had and driving an expensive car was an easy giveaway.


 We hopped on a bus and headed to the first car lot we saw. Before we could start looking around some guy in a cheap suit sprung out of nowhere.


“You ladies look like you could use a good deal today,” he said and flashed us a cheesy smile. “What can I help you find?”


“I’m just looking for something reliable. I want something with a good engine that has good gas mileage,” I said.


“It must be your lucky day because I have just what you’re looking for. Right this way, ladies.”


He walked us over to a line of small cars. He approached one in the middle of the line that was priced way above its worth and began preaching about all the amenities it had. I wasn’t paying too much attention to the guy. I was too busy looking at the stickers on other cars listed prices and miles per gallon. I was in a big hurry and I didn’t have much time to listen to this guy’s rants about nothing. I found the one I wanted within ten minutes.


“I want this one,” I said cutting him off in the middle of his pitch.


“You wanna test drive it first?” Jess asked me.


“No, I just want to buy it. I know everything I need to know about it from the sticker, and it’s a new car; I’m sure it drives fine.”


I could practically see saliva collecting in the hungry salesman’s mouth from my certainty. He smelled money and he was ready to pounce.


“That is a perfect choice! I couldn’t have picked a better one myself,” he said, speed walking towards where I stood. “When will your parents be here so we can talk business and get you into this lovely car as soon as possible?”


“Oh, I’ll be driving away today – by myself. Hopefully within the hour, so can we speed this up?” I said.


He looked completely caught off guard.


“You’re purchasing this car yourself?” he asked.


“Yes. Is that a problem? If so, there’s a lot right across the street that I’m sure would love to make an easy sale so early in the day.”


“No! It’s no problem at all! I just thought that someone as young as you are wouldn’t have any credit yet. You can’t be any older than 18,” he said.


“You’re right. I won’t be 18 until this weekend. You’re also right about the credit thing. I’ve never had so much as a phone bill in my name before,” I said smiling.


“Then how do you expect to drive away in a brand new car today within the hour?”


“One word; cash. Trumps credit every time,” I said. “Now, Mr….”


“Mike. You can call me Mike.”


“Well, Mike, are you ready to talk business or not?”


I drove off the lot in my new, cute little black sedan well within the hour I had originally projected. Mike was so thrilled to sell a car that day, and for cash, that haggling with him was easier than picking the car out. He tried to give me the sticker price at first but I put an end to that thought before he could finish it. If I didn’t know anything else, I knew that no one anywhere paid sticker price unless they were mentally challenged. That was one thing Avia taught me when I went with her to purchase her last car. She ended up paying so far beneath the sticker price, I thought we’d stolen it. I always figured she got away with stuff like that because of her looks. As soon as she’d flash that smile at any man, they’d melt instantly. I was starting to realize that she may have used that as more than a flirting technique. Surprisingly Avia was as business minded as she was beautiful. It made me happy to know that at least my mother was more than just another pretty girl who got around. 


“I can’t believe you just did that,” Jess said. “I would’ve never thought you’d be so confident and sassy. I’m impressed, Fil.”


“I can’t believe I did that either. I was pretty sassy, huh?”


We both shared a laugh as I pulled up to a stop light. I looked over to the car next to us and it was filled with three shirtless guys cuter than Mr. Rowland and with bodies that would put stupid ass Greg’s to shame. Jessica must’ve been thinking the same thing because she nudged me seconds after we’d stopped.


“Do you see that? Roll your window down!” she exclaimed.


“Jess, I can’t do that. How would that make us look?”


“Like teenage girls who just saw a car full of cuties. Now roll it down.”


“Hand me those sunglasses first. I don’t want them to see my eye.”


The bruising had almost vanished from my eye but I was still pretty self conscious about it. Luckily, I looked good in sunglasses. 


I threw the frames on my face and rolled my window down.


“Hey there,” Jess yelled at the carload, “where are you guys heading to?”


“We’re just cruising around right now,” the one in the front passenger seat answered, looking dead at me. I blushed and stayed silent. “We’re probably about to grab a bite but we’re going to a pool party a little later. You two should come.”


“We’re there. Where is it?” Jess asked. He reached down and pulled out a flyer with the address of the party on it and handed it to us right as the light turned green.


“Make sure you show up. I’ll be looking for you,” he seemed to direct at me. I blushed again as they turned left and I kept straight.


“Did you see that? Jackpot!” Jess said. “Those guys were sexy.”


“Yeah, they were pretty cute. I don’t know about that party though.”


“Why not? You said yourself that this was a new day. Let’s enjoy it. We already got the car and if the apartment hunt goes anything like that went, you’ll have a whole new life by lunch,” she teased.


“But I haven’t been to a party since… ever. The only parties I’ve ever gone to were your birthday parties. And you haven’t thrown one of those since junior high. I don’t know if I’ll fit in.”


“Come on, Fil. Look at you today. Despite all odds being against you, you’re beginning fresh. You’re independent and in charge. You just walked into a car dealership and walked out with all eyes on you and a brand new car. You’re officially spontaneous and spontaneous women go to pool parties in the city with cute guys that they met at stop lights.”


I couldn’t help but laugh. She was right. If I was reinventing myself, why not go all out? If I wanted to get rid of Fifi, I had to make Filia strong enough to stand on her own. She had to demand attention and turn heads. She had to have the courage to take chances but with enough sense to learn from her mistakes. 

I could do this. 


“Okay, we can go,” I said, “but on one condition.”


“What’s that?”


“I’m going to need a serious makeover.”


“Make the next right,” Jess said without hesitation.


“Where are we going?”


“Shopping. We need to get you a new bathing suit if we’re going to a pool party. A new hairstyle wouldn’t hurt either.”


“What’s wrong with my hair?” I asked while running my hand over my head. I’d had long black hair and bangs since I could remember and it’d always worked for me.


“Nothing except for the characters on Scooby Doo change up their hairstyles more than you do,” she laughed. “You just need a new do to go with the new you.”


We pulled up to a strip of shops downtown with everything from nail spas to designer boutiques to fancy hair salons. I was somewhat nervous looking around. I usually declined shopping trips with my mom and I definitely never went with her when she got her hair and nails done so the sight of it all overwhelmed me a bit. I didn’t know where to start. 

Thank God for Jessica.


We walked into one of the hair salons and immediately were greeted by a guy that I’m ninety-nine point nine percent sure liked other guys.


“Welcome to Shine. I’m Horhay, weeth ain ‘H’, and I’ll be happy to serve ju,” he said, with some type of weird accent that sounded slightly forced. “Who do ju have ain appointment weeth?”


“Oh, we don’t have an appointment,” Jess said. “We just need to get my friend a haircut and maybe some highlights as quickly as possible.”


“No appointment?” Horhay said judgingly. “I’ll see what I cain do, but we are very excluseev here so I cain not make ju any promises. It would be wise next time to call ahaid.” He looked down and studied the planner in front of him while frowning. “Nope. Noting. Sorry ladies. Try scheduling for future raiferences.”


Jess looked more disappointed than I was.


“Come on, Filia. Let’s try another salon.”


“Did you say Filia?” Horhay with an ‘H’ asked.


“Yeah, that’s my name,” I answered, confused.


“Ju are Avia Shadows daughter, no?”


“Uh, yes. How did you know my mother? Umm, how do you know me?”


“Jour mother was one of our baist customers. She came almost aivery week. I heard aybout her passing, also,” he said. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t eemagine how ju must feel.” He gave me a tight hug. I felt weird about it because I didn’t know him but he seemed sincere so I let him do it.


“So can you see if you could fit her in?” Jess chimed in.


“Of course! Horhay would do anything for daughter of Avia. I should’ve known ju were her blood. Eets dee eyes; day are same as Avia. Beau-tee-ful!”


My cheeks turned red instantly. For some strange reason that I couldn’t explain, a gay man’s compliments were more valuable and flattering than one from anybody else. I really did feel beautiful. No, I felt beau-tee-ful. 


“Right dees way Mees Filia,” he directed me. “I will get jour mother’s favorite styleest for ju.”


Jess grinned from ear to ear as she followed me to the black stylist chair.


“I feel like we’re royalty or something,” she gleemed. “I had no idea your mom was such a hit out here. Maybe she was cool with some of the people in the shops across the street too. We gotta make sure to drop her name in each store we go in.”


“Jess, don’t do that,” I said seriously. “I don’t want to use my mother’s name to get perks. She and I may not have been the closest but I want to respect her. Don’t talk about her as if I didn’t just bury her yesterday.”


“I’m sorry Fil. I didn’t mean to… I guess I just got caught up in the moment.”


I could tell I made Jessica feel like crap. I wasn’t trying to but I had to establish that even though I wasn’t walking around crying my eyes out, I still held a strong sadness for  my mother’s death. But I didn’t want Jess to feel bad. I knew she wasn’t trying to intentionally be insensitive.


“Horhay!” I yelled across the room.


“Jais ma’am?” he said, floating over.


“Do you think it would be possible for my friend to get her hair done too?”


“Oh, no, Fil. You don’t have to do that,” Jess protested.


I waved her off and continued with my request.


“Well Horhay?” 


“Only for ju dees one time,” Horhay winked. 


“I could see why Avia – my mother loved this place so much,” I smiled back at him. “You guys are very hospitable.”


“Of course. We are Shine,” he said as if the name was synonymous with greatness.


Two women came out of the back to begin on our heads. While they were washing and clipping away, I couldn’t get my mind off of the guy from the stop light that’d paid me so much attention. I was excited and terrified to see him again. He’d been undoubtedly handsome and seemed to be friendly as well. If I had any sense at all I would’ve been nothing but wound up to see him again but I couldn’t muster that emotion up. Greg had been the only guy that I’d ever had any real romantic experience with and you see how that turned out. I was aware that what happened with Greg and I wasn’t a common situation and that I could go on a date in the future without fear of getting beat up by the guy while I lay unconscious. That same situation also showed me that I didn’t know enough about dating and men to trust myself as the best at character judgment. If anyone would have asked me a month ago if I’d thought Greg was capable of what he’d done, I would’ve defended him without having to think about it. How could I know that this guy didn’t have his own deep darkness behind those sparkly eyes? But then again, who was I to talk? I had Fifi and she was anything but pleasant. Perhaps knowing that half of me was crazy contributed to why I couldn’t trust anyone else either. As far as I knew, everybody had a Fifi inside of them. They were just better at hiding theirs. 


In the midst of my inner freak-out, I realized that there was what looked like pounds of my hair lying at my feet. I became nervous.


“Are you planning on cutting anymore,” I asked the stylist nervously. “That seems to be an awful lot down there on the floor.”


“Don’t you worry,” my hairdresser assured me. “Trust me. Once you see yourself after I’m done, you’ll double my tip.”


I didn’t even know you were supposed to tip hairstylists. I’m glad she said something before I embarrassed myself in this fancy salon.


“Jess, do you like it so far?” I asked my best friend and pointed to my hair.


“You look amazing! She’s right; you’re going to love it,” she replied.


I didn’t know whether to trust both of them or be skeptical that they didn’t want to hurt my feelings by telling me I looked like a porcupine. Now I couldn’t stop thinking about my hair. I closed my eyes until it was over.


“Voila,” the woman said, as she spun my chair around so that I was facing the mirror. They hadn’t lied; I was amazed at what I saw. Before I came into Shine, my standard hairstyle was a long ponytail that hung down to my lower back with the standard bangs I had grown accustomed to in order to hide my enormous frontal lobe. The only thing that remained similar about my new style and old one were that my bangs were still intact. The stylist had cut nothing less than five inches off the length of my hair, but kept it long which was easy since I hadn’t had a real haircut since third grade. She also added layers so that it moved a considerable amount more than it did before as I turned from side to side admiring her work. My favorite part was the highlights. I’d always had dark hair, and still did, but now there were so many streaks of other beautiful shades of browns and golds that you couldn’t distinguish which one was my original color. The light even flickered off of it so that it shined in the bright salon. They definitely held true to their name. 


I felt more beautiful than a movie star. Looking at myself in the mirror, I even thought I resembled Avia a bit more.


“You look amazing,” Jess repeated. Her hair was finished before mine. She already had a nice haircut so she’d only gotten it styled.


“You already said that,” I laughed at my friend.


“Well obviously you’re that stunning. You’re sure to turn heads at the party.”


“I hope not too many. You know I get shy when I’m in big groups of people,” I said while studying my new look and paying our hair gurus.


“You have to snap out of that shy stuff. If you’re going to be living downtown, you’re going to have to get used to being in crowds. There’s nothing but tons of people down here twenty-four seven.”


I knew she had a point. It was one of the only reasons I was forcing myself to go to this party.


“Speaking of living downtown,” Jess continued, “I think we should put the apartment search off until tomorrow. Finding a bathing suit shouldn’t take too long but I doubt if we will have enough time to drive around visiting different properties before the party.”


“Ju are looking for new place?” Horhay’s voice sang from the front of the salon. “Ju look no more. I know dee perfect place for ju. Eet’s beau-tee-ful, like ju, no.”


“Where is it?” I asked.


“Eet is right down dee street. Perfect location. Heer, I get ju a card.” He went into his purse, or man-bag, and retrieved the card for me.


“This is dee name of dee leasing person. I stay here so I cain tell ju that eet’s great.”


I turned to Jess. 


“Ok, we can go tomorrow. But if we don’t find a place tomorrow, I’m blaming it on you.”


“Ju won’t need to go anywhere else after ju see here,” Horhay said, pointing at the card. “And ju make sure to tell her Horhay with an ‘H’ sent ju. Tell her that and I guarantee ju in there quicker than bullet!”


“Thank you so much Horhay,” I said sincerely. “You have been so much help, and I only just met you!”


“Please, ju daughter of Avia. There ees no thanks needed.” He hugged me again. This time I hugged back.


Jessica and I walked across the street to the first shop that looked like they might’ve sold swimwear. Jess seemed to be in a hurry so that we could get to the party but I was just fine with taking our time. 


“We have to get you a nice bikini or else this is pointless,” Jess said while recklessly searching through the racks.


“You know, we don’t really have to go to this party. I’m sure there will be others,” I said.


“Of course there will, but the others won’t have the same carful of cuties. Here, try these on,” she said as she handed me a handful of hangers. I took them and went into the fitting room with her trailing behind me.


The first suit I tried on was a one-piece with a very low cut back. It had a red and green plaid design. Jess didn’t approve.


“It looks too Christmassy. Next one,” she dismissed, as if this were an elimination. 


The second suit was a two piece that barely covered my areolas. It was also a thong.


“I like this one,” she said. I gave her a look that said “You have to be joking” and proceeding to take it back off.


The third suit was my favorite. It was brown and turquoise and it was a kind of lacy texture. It was a two piece but it covered and revealed the perfect amount of skin. 


“Please buy this one, Fil,” Jess pleaded. 


“I like it. You don’t think we should look around a bit more though? This was only the first shop we’ve tried. Maybe the one next door has a cuter one,” I stalled.


“I’m not even going to entertain your efforts to kill time. That suit has your name all over it. It would be a complete waste to go anywhere else. It brings out your brand new highlights beautifully, by the way.”


I observed myself in the mirror of the fitting room some more. I was starting to feel conceited from looking at myself this many times in one day. But I had to admit, it felt great. I usually doubted my looks because I always compared myself to my mother but it was hard for anyone to look better than her. With the way the new Filia was looking, I could’ve been standing next to a model and given her a run for her money. 


“Okay, I’ll get this one,” I said.


We left the store with our new bathing suits (I bought one for Jess too. It’s hard for me to do something for myself and not do the same for her) and my new attitude. I was ready for the party and the guy. 
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We grabbed a bite to eat before we headed to the party. I know they say not to eat before you swim but I wasn’t planning on swimming. This party was more like a test for me. I needed to prove to myself that I could change my feelings of apprehension and timidity. I was alone in the world for now and I had to make sure that I could handle that.


The party was at a very fancy hotel. To my surprise, it was rooftop. I had never been to a rooftop party, let alone a rooftop pool party. The sight of it was breath taking. I felt like VIP as soon as we pulled up. My car was valet parked immediately after the valet opened both of our doors and helped us out of the car. Then we proceeded to take the elevator to the 35th floor to arrive on the rooftop. We opened the door to a real-live playboy bunny scene. There were at least a hundred girls in and around the pool that were pretty close to naked. Apparently some of them opted for the thong bikinis with no problem. 


Although the party greatly resembled what I’m sure Hugh Heffner’s mansion looked like on a regular basis, I wasn’t quite as sure if his parties had as many shirtless guys in attendance. There was tasty boy eye candy all over the place. I immediately reached into my bag to retrieve my trusty sunglasses in case one of them decided to approach me, then I remembered that Jess had done a fantastic job on covering what was left of my bruise with make-up before we’d entered the hotel. I still felt the need to hide from what seemed to be lurking eyes so I put them on anyway. 


“Isn’t this just how you imagined it would be,” Jessica said in a dreamlike voice. She was in boy heaven.


“I don’t think I imagined so much skin,” I replied.


“I know, right? Everyone is almost naked. It’s one bikini away from being a strip club.”


Jess started to move forward toward the main area of the party while I stood awkwardly positioned in front of the entrance.


“Come on, Fil. Don’t act that way.”


“I’m not acting any way. I just – I thought this was a good spot for us to check out everything,” I lied. She came and grabbed my hand to force me from my comfort zone.


We arrived “fashionably late” on purpose because, according to Jess, we would’ve looked too eager if we’d showed up dead on time, which was ironic given that I don’t think Jess could’ve been any more eager. I followed her plan because I didn’t know anything about parties or being late on purpose. All I knew was that by the time I left this party, I wanted to be more socially comfortable around people than what I was before. This was a challenge for the new Filia.


“Let’s chill out right here and see if we can spot the guys who invited us,” Jess continued to lead.


“Fine with me,” I answered as I propped up against the bar.


“Can I get you ladies anything to drink?” the bartender asked. He’d caught us off guard so I wasn’t sure how to answer at first. No one asked for our IDs at any point so far and I didn’t know if we could get away with ordering alcohol. I’d snuck some of Avia’s wine and mixed drinks after her and her company retreated to the bedroom on occasions and from that I knew that I could use a drink to relax my nerves and give me a little confidence boost.


“I’ll take a Sex on the Beach,” I tried.


“And for you, Miss?” he asked Jess.


“I’ll take the same,” she answered. The bartender walked away to prepare our drinks.


“Look at you!” Jess whispered to me, “I can’t believe you just ordered a drink like you do this all of the time. He didn’t even ask us for ID.”


“I know! I feel like an adult,” I exclaimed. “Are you supposed to tip bartenders?”


“Yeah, I think you are. Here he comes with our drinks.”


“Ladies, that’ll be $10,” the bartender said, setting our drinks in front of us. I handed him $15.


“Keep the change,” I said and winked at him. I saw that move in a movie once


“Thank you. If you need anything else this evening, just let me know,” he replied and walked off.


Jess and I exchanged glances, both surprised at my forwardness. I began sipping my drink and walking towards the pool feeling beautiful and confident. We sat at the pool side and put our feet in the water. I didn’t know what move to make next. Luckily, someone else made that move for me.




“Hey there, Sunglasses,” someone behind me said. I turned and saw the guy from the passenger’s seat.


“Hi,” I managed to stammer out.


“I didn’t think you were going to come,” he said as he sat next to me at the pool side, “but I’m glad you did.”


“Well, we said we were going to come. It would’ve been rude for us to lie,” I said. I felt Jess’s elbow in my side. “Where are your friends?” I asked, assuming that’s what she wanted to know.


“Here we are!” I heard a voice from the other side of me and Jess yell. It was the guy from the backseat of the car plopping down next to Jess with his friend, the driver. They were all still shirtless.


“Wow, you look different… and amazing,” passenger’s seat told me. I took off my glasses. Something in his tone made me feel comfortable enough to do so.


“Thank you,” I said. “I went to get a haircut after we met.”


“Technically we still haven’t met. I don’t know your name,” he joked. I giggled.


“It’s Filia.”


“Filia,” he repeated. “I like that. I’m Tony.” He reached his hand out for me to shake. I accepted.


“It’s nice to meet you, Tony.”


I turned my head to peek at Jessica and she was busy talking and flirting with the driver. I assumed the third friend aborted since we were one girl short of a trio. 


“What are you drinking?” Tony asked. “I could get you a refill.”


“No, thank you. I only just got this one.”


“Well, whenever you’re ready, the next round is on me,” he smiled. I was a sucker for dimples and he had ten-foot craters in his cheeks.


We spent the following hours talking about everything. He had great conversation and was even better company. He laughed at my jokes and when the topic of my mother’s death arose, he showed sincere concern.


“You just buried your mom yesterday?” Tony asked. “Are you okay? I hope being here isn’t too much for you.”


“Actually, being here is just what I need. I’ve always heard that everyone mourns in different ways and I completely understand that now. My mother would probably love it if she knew I was out having the time of my life at a pool party with the most handsome guy here.”


“So, I’m the most handsome guy here?” he blushed. I hadn’t meant to say that. I blushed too.


“I mean, you are very attractive,” I said and looked away to avoid eye contact. “I know you must hear that all the time.”


“Never from someone as gorgeous and as intelligent as you.” I almost choked on my fourth drink at the compliment.


“That’s nice of you to say,” I replied, “but I know you’re only being friendly. Look at all of these pretty girls here.” I gestured around the party. It was well into the night by this time and there was even less fabric on people’s bodies than there was when we’d arrived. 


“I’m only interested in the one in front of me,” Tony said as he slowly stroked the back of his hand down the side of my face. I knew for sure that I’d found my Prince Charming. Nothing else had ever felt so right. Out of all of the beautiful women that surrounded us, Tony didn’t have eyes for one of them, only me.



The next thing I knew, Tony’s tongue was swimming in my mouth searching for mine. It may have been the alcohol or it could’ve been the chemistry but whatever reason for the feeling I was having, I grabbed the back of his head and kissed a man I’d met less than twelve hours ago like I’d known him for a lifetime. I closed my eyes and every dream I’d ever had about my future with my husband and kids flashed through my mind but this time Tony was the face of my husband. 

It looked perfect. It had to be him.


“I love you,” I whispered before I could realize what I was saying.


“You… what?” Tony pulled back.


“I – like you. I really like you,” I tried to recover.


“Oh. I like you too. For a moment, I thought I heard you say something else.”


“Really? That’s – umm, do you want to leave here? I think I’ve had enough of this party.”


“I was just gonna ask you the same thing,” Tony replied.


“Let me find my friend and maybe we can all go get a bite to eat or something. I think I should try to soak up all of this liquor,” I laughed.


“Actually, my friends and I rented a room here. It’d be more comfortable for us to just hang out there.”


“I don’t know about that,” I said skeptically.


“No pressure. I just want to talk to you on a more personal level. Your friend is welcome to come too.”


I thought about the offer for a second. I did want more time with Tony but I didn’t want to put myself in any compromising situations. A hotel was a little more intimate than what I was ready for. On the other hand, my gut was telling me there was something special about him. I had subconsciously admitted I loved him. Plus with Jess there, I wouldn’t feel pressured, like he said. 

I was on the fence. 

I needed Jess’s opinion. I hadn’t seen her since about an hour before when she was laughing it up in a corner with Tony’s friend. They both seemed to be pretty wasted. I’d had four drinks and Jess was far more outgoing than I was so I’m sure she was on her sixth. I looked around the roof. 

Where had she gone?


“Give me one sec to find Jessica, Tony. I’ll be right back,” I said smiling at my future husband.


“Don’t be too long, Sunglasses. I think I miss you already.”


I needed to hurry up and find her so that my possible soul mate and I could continue our connection. I knew Jess could handle herself like an adult and I didn’t want to come off like I was her mother but I always felt the need to make sure she was okay. She was all I had and she always looked out for me the same way. It was just the bond we had. Sometimes it felt as if we had that weird twin telepathy with one another. My sixth sense wasn’t ringing any bells at the moment so I assumed that she was fine wherever she was, but I needed reassurance. 


I walked all over the rooftop and nothing. I checked every dark corner and hole but still, nothing.  I was starting to become worried. 

I went back to Tony.


“I can’t find her,” I said frantically. I was definitely anxious about my friend’s whereabouts but the alcohol in my system made me more hysterical than what was probably necessary. 


“Really? Well, don’t worry about it. She’s probably still with Jerry,” Tony assured me.


“Who? I don’t know him!” I screamed. People looked at us and Tony became embarrassed.


“Calm down, Filia. Jerry is my friend, the guy she’s been with all night. Let’s go back to my room so that I can use the phone and call his cell,” he said leading me towards the exit.


“What are you doing? Get your hands off of me!”


“What’s wrong with you? I’m just trying to help you find your friend.” Tony backed off and looked at me.


“You’re trying to take advantage of me! Was that the plan this whole time? You and your buddies lure a couple of girls to a party, get them to trust you and then do what you want to them?  I should’ve known not to come here.”


By this point, everyone in the party had stopped moving and all attention was on me. I felt paranoid. I knew that I was intoxicated and somewhere in the back of my brain a voice yelled, “Calm down. Focus and think about what you’re doing right now.” But that voice was muffled by the obnoxiously loud ones; “This is exactly what you thought it would be. Tony is just like Greg. You have to find Jessica. You’re not safe.”


I began yelling as loud as I could, “Jessica! Where are you? Jess?!”


Now there were big security guards around me trying to lead me to the door.


“You’ve had enough to drink ma’am. Let’s go.”



“I’m not going anywhere until I find my friend!”


“Fil,” Jess said approaching me.


“Jess!” I screamed and fell into her. “Where were you? Did he make you go with him? Are you hurt?”


“I’m fine, Fil,” she answered me with a screwed up look on her face. “What’s going on?”


“Your friend is fucking crazy,” Tony spoke up. “We were having a normal conversation but when she couldn’t find you she went insane and started yelling at me saying that my friends and I were trying to rape you guys or something.”


“I know they were! Did they do anything to you, Jess?” I asked.


“No. Me and Jerry just went downstairs so that we could talk without having to yell over the music. I must’ve lost track of time. When I realized it was getting late, I came back up to see if you were ready to go yet.”


I gazed around the party and saw what looked like a million judgmental faces staring back at me. I couldn’t believe these people. They really thought I was the crazy one. They couldn’t see that I was the most rational person there - so that made them crazy. I may have been wrong in my conclusions but I had every reason to believe what I had – hadn’t I? I was right to assume that Jessica was in danger. What else would I have thought when these guys came out of nowhere with a pool party invite, the perfect way to get a girl voluntarily half-naked then fill us with liquor all night right before trying to persuade us to go back to their private hotel room. If they were suspects in a crime and I was the detective, I would have more probable cause then necessary to charge them.


“Fil, come on. I think we should go back home,” Jess said.


“I can’t drive. I think I’m drunk,” I replied.


“I’ll drive,” she offered


“You’re drunker than I am. You can’t drive anywhere.”


“I only had one drink and that was when we first got here. I’m fine to drive.”


My mind was playing tricks on me. I was sure that I had seen Jess completely drunken earlier. Somehow, now she appeared to be 100 percent sober.


“Oh, my God. Get me to a hospital!” I exclaimed


“Why do you need to go to a hospital, Fil?” Jess asked me.


“Those guys, they spiked my drink. I know they did. Things aren’t what they seem and it has to be that. I don’t want to end up passed out somewhere! What did you put in my drink?!” I screamed at Tony.


“You psycho bitch! Why would you try to make me look like a bad guy in front of all these people?” Tony yelled. “I’ve been nothing but nice to you the entire night. I genuinely thought we had a connection until you started ranting with your conspiracy theory. I should’ve known something was wrong with your demented ass when you told me your mom’s funeral was yesterday and you’re at a party today.”


“Hey, you invited us!” Jess defended me.


“Yeah, well you didn’t have to come. It’s not like we knew that her mom just died or that she was crazy. Trust me, if I’d known any of that this whole scene wouldn’t be happening right now.”


“I’m not crazy!” I said, leaping to scratch Tony’s eyes out. Before I could reach his face, security had me over their shoulder and carried me out. Jess was close behind.


“Make sure she gets plenty of sleep, water and aspirin,” one of the bouncers said to Jess as we headed to the lobby.


“I need to go to the hospital. I don’t know what they gave me,” I chanted.


“You’ll be fine, Fil. You just need some sleep,” Jessica reassured. 


I passed out somewhere between getting in the car and waking up on my sofa the next morning. Jess was lying on the other half of the spacious sectional. My head hurt like hell and I felt heavy.


“Wake up,” I said, rocking Jess until I saw movement.


“What’s up?” she groggily asked. “You feel okay?”


“Not at all. I feel shitty,” I stated while rubbing my belly. “How did I get in the house?” 


“With the help of Janice; we drug you from the car to the couch last night. We were going to try to get you in your bed but this is as far as we made it.”


“I’m so embarrassed. I don’t know what came over me.”


“Don’t worry about it. Today is a brand new day. We just learned a lesson for future reference; never give you more than two in one sitting,” Jess joked.


“You don’t understand. I blew it. Tony was the perfect man before I blew it. Now he hates me.”


Jess rubbed my back.


“You didn’t blow anything. Tony was just some guy that you met when you were in a vulnerable state of mind. What you felt for him was only the result of everything that’s happened in the last couple of weeks, with your mom passing and with Greg and the pregnancy. He was a nice guy but he won’t be the last. I’m the one to blame for this whole thing.”


“You?” I questioned while looking at her puzzled.


“If I hadn’t been trying to force you to the party in the first place you wouldn’t have reacted that way last night,” she confessed. “It was obviously too soon. I just thought it would help you recover. I’m sorry.”


“It’s not your fault,” I assured her. “Let’s just forget about it. I’m ready to keep pushing ahead with our original plan. This time no pit stops. We keep going until the agenda is complete.” 


I was trying to sound as confident as I’d started out to be earlier the day before but the truth was that I was terrified of myself. I remembered, vividly, everything that happened and it was as if I had no control over it. I heard and saw myself acting like a complete nut and I continued, even when it became painfully obvious that I was in the wrong. What baffled me the most was that I’d rationalized my actions and believed them to be justified. I knew full well that nothing I thought the previous night made sense but I’d kept going. 


I was also stricken with another slap of reality; Fifi was more than anger – she was everything chaotic. She caused me to fall in love with a stranger in a matter of hours and then turn to hate him just as quickly. She came in different forms of emotions but none of them were completely me but at the same time, all of them were me. Even though Filia would never act out her inner most feelings in such a conspicuous way, she still felt those things. She felt angry and suspicious and even scared but she would never show those sensations, especially not to the extremes Fifi did. She was pure passion with no limits. Fifi scared me more than the boogeyman under the bed could scare any 5 year-old, but somehow I knew I needed her. She spoke for me when I couldn’t find the strength to. 



Until I figured out my feelings towards Fifi, I refused to verbalize them to anyone, even Jessica. She’d been as considerate and caring as you could expect anyone to be but even she wouldn’t understand this. 

No one would understand.


“Where’s that card that Horhay with an H gave me?” I said as I got up to continue my day. I was afraid of other thoughts that were liable to creep into my mind if I set still for too much longer. “Let’s check out these apartments he referred me to. I have a good feeling about them.”

