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Synopsis

 Devin Kelly—Air Force brat.
Band nerd. Bookworm. Loner. After the death of her father, she and
her mother move to Los Angeles to start a new life. Devin is
"welcomed" to her new school by Jason, an arrogant bully who
promises to make the rest of her senior year miserable. Things turn
around, however, when beautiful, intelligent Melanie Parker, who
happens to be Jason's sister, comes to her rescue. Devin is
inspired by her new friend, and for the first time, begins to excel
in school and is able to nurture her inherent musical talent. As
Devin's and Melanie's relationship grows, Devin finds herself
becoming increasingly drawn to her new friend's vivacious spirit.
Devin's newfound confidence is severely tested, however, when
Jason's bullying takes a violent turn...and she realizes that her
feelings for Melanie are more than platonic.


WHO I AM

© 2011 By M.L. Rice. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-60282-526-0

 


This Electronic Book Is Published By

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, NY 12185

 


First Edition: April 2011

 


THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. NAMES, CHARACTERS, PLACES,
AND INCIDENTS ARE THE PRODUCT OF THE AUTHOR’S IMAGINATION OR ARE
USED FICTITIOUSLY. ANY RESEMBLANCE TO ACTUAL PERSONS, LIVING OR
DEAD, BUSINESS ESTABLISHMENTS, EVENTS, OR LOCALES IS ENTIRELY
COINCIDENTAL.

 


THIS BOOK, OR PARTS THEREOF, MAY NOT BE REPRODUCED IN
ANY FORM WITHOUT PERMISSION.

 


Credits

 


Editors: Lynda Sandoval and Stacia Seaman

Production Design: Stacia Seaman

Cover Design by Sheri (graphicartist2020@hotmail.com)

 



Acknowledgments

I would like to express my immense gratitude to
Radclyffe for welcoming me to Bold Strokes Books and for giving my
little story a chance. I am extremely thankful to my editor Lynda
Sandoval. Her knowledge and guidance has taught me so much during
this process, and I am forever grateful. Thanks also go to the rest
of the hardworking Bold Strokes Books staff who had a hand in this
publication, such as Cindy Cresap, Stacia Seaman, Sheri, Kim
Baldwin, and Connie Ward. I am in awe of the talent and dedication
of this literary family and am humbled to be accepted into your
ranks.

I couldn’t have done this without the support of my
friends and family. Special thanks go to Mara, who was the second
person to read this story and whose opinion I greatly respect; to
Kirk and Alex, who, as authors themselves, inspired me and gave me
their full support and invaluable advice on publication; and last
but not least, to my mother and my wife. My mom raised me to be who
I am today and taught me to appreciate literature, music, and the
arts. Her support means the world to me and I strive to make her
proud. And finally, I would never have been able to do this without
the love and support of my wife. She believes in me despite my
never-ending crazy adventures and stands by me through them all. I
am constantly amazed at her kindness and patience and I know that
I’m the luckiest person in the world to be the recipient of her
love.


Dedication

For Amy


Chapter One

Most people are relegated early in their school life
to a specific social group. She’s a band nerd, he’s a jock, she’s a
slut, they’re losers in the chess club, etc. Others lead a more
fluid existence, flowing easily between different social
interactions and freely sampling from the buffet of cliques that
are to be found in every high school in America. They are respected
by all and rejected by none because they don’t judge people or try
to pigeonhole a person based on their interests or the way they
dress. These are the special few who have confidence in who they
are, who become successful in almost everything they try, and who
will always have the kind of friends that will have their back
through any ordeal.

I am not one of these people.

My name is Devin Kelly, and where do I belong? I’m a
computer geek, band nerd, bookworm, and loner. I think that about
covers it. No, I was never in the chess club. I suck at chess. As a
child my days were usually spent alone, taking solace in the
faraway lands and people that I found in my books, playing video
games, or practicing my beloved trumpet. Books and games let me
escape my dull existence, and band was a great place to meet
like-minded people at every new school I was forced to attend.

I spent my early years being moved from town to
town, never laying down roots, never having close friends, and
never being able to discover who I really was. My father was a
communications officer in the United States Air Force and my former
homes included bases in England, Florida, Texas, and Kansas. My
mother ran her own mail-order, and later, Internet-based business
from home. She made kitschy, god-awful Air Force paraphernalia like
hand-knit sweaters, coasters, picture frames, and pillow covers
that she marketed to the mothers and girlfriends of Air Force
personnel. This allowed her to be a stay-at-home mom while also
generating income wherever we happened to be living at any given
time.

As we moved from base to base I sometimes had a few
friends, but military brats don’t tend to keep them. We have
classmates and people to hang out with, but lasting friendships are
rare. Sooner or later one of your parents is transferred to another
part of the world. We hug and cry and promise to write every chance
we get, but after the first couple of months the texts and e-mails
slow and then stop completely as new friends are made in new
schools and the old are forgotten.

Living this nomadic life was hard on all of us, but
my parents knew that it was hardest on me. They always encouraged
me to be more outgoing so that I could at least have fun wherever I
was, but I never fit in with the more popular girls, and the
so-called friends I did have were merely acquaintances. The only
real friendship I ever formed during those years was with Jeremy
Hancock. His mother and father were officers stationed together in
England, and he and I were both in the seventh grade. Nerdy little
Jeremy used to love coming over to my house after school to listen
to Broadway soundtracks, and we’d act out the musical numbers. He
would be Guinevere and I would be Lancelot (my voice was lower)
from Camelot, or we would prance around
and vogue as Velma and Roxie in Chicago.
I’ve often wondered how he fared in a strict military household
being the gentle spirit that he was. I was his only friend and I
really thought that he would be the one person I would always keep
in contact with, but as with every other friend I’d had in my life,
Jeremy faded from my radar after my family’s move to Texas and then
Kansas.

This is how I spent my childhood. Moving around,
wondering if I would meet someone nice at every new school,
escaping into fiction and fantasy, and wondering when I would be
able to stop, take a deep breath, and discover myself, the real
world, and possibly another person to share it with me.

 


*

 


During the early part of the hot Kansas summer
between my junior and senior years of high school, my father had a
massive heart attack while working on an overdue project at the
base and died. It was sudden, and it left my mother crushed and
terrified. I, on the other hand, had a strangely cold reaction to
his death. We had never been particularly close. He treated me more
like an enlisted subordinate than a cherished daughter. He and my
mother had been drifting apart as well. They had tried hiding it
from me, but no amount of pillows over one’s head or blaring radios
can block out that kind of fighting.

His funeral was conducted with the appropriate pomp
and circumstance. A military detail performed a three-volley salute
and, as I already knew how to play the trumpet, I performed Taps
myself—a daughter’s last gift to her father. I did shed tears for
him, but Mom was much worse off. I think, however, that she was
more worried about our future and how we were going to survive than
upset about losing the man that she had once loved. After his death
she couldn’t bear to keep up her Air Force crafts business, and
living on the base was no longer an option, so there was only one
viable thing for her to do.

We loaded our meager possessions into our ancient
and not very reliable Ford pickup and drove to Los Angeles to be
near my mother’s sister and brother-in-law. My aunt worked as a
librarian in Beverly Hills and she and my uncle lived in a quaint
1930s duplex in a nearby section of Los Angeles. They were happy to
put us up for a while, but after a few weeks of imposition we found
a small and decidedly un-chic two-bedroom apartment on the very
edge of Beverly Hills itself that we could only afford because of
my father’s life insurance. We settled in quickly, and Mom traded
in the old Ford for a used Toyota Corolla that she could drive to
her new full-time job at the library where her sister worked. It
was a sad, dreary summer for us both, and we never let ourselves
experience the famous hustle and glamour of Southern California
life.

We never went out; evenings were spent in silence
watching television together or reading books, and during the day I
had nothing to do but stare out of my bedroom window at the street
beyond, keeping track of time by the predictable habits of the
homeless man on the corner. I often remained lost in thought,
willing myself to not become overly despondent, if only for my
mother’s sake.

After weeks of solitary apathy and boredom, the day
finally arrived that every student dreams about from the time they
start school. Well, every student except me. It was time to start
my senior year of high school.

 


*

 


I am not the kind of person to easily adapt to new
situations or comfortably interact with different kinds of people.
What I found on my first day at a non-military-run school, in
intimidating Beverly Hills no less, was an abundance of both. It
was like nothing I had ever experienced. My ride to school on the
public bus was in sharp contrast to the shiny cars being parked by
all of the other students. Music blasted constantly in the halls,
students wore designer label clothes, and if I had a dollar for
every disgusted look thrown my way by gorgeous, bleach-blond,
manicured supermodel wannabes, I’d have left school forever to buy
my own island. The fact that I was an outsider wouldn’t have been
more obvious if “Loser” had been tattooed onto my forehead.

I walked, no, struggled
through the mass of humanity, glancing at the numbers on the
lockers, cross-checking them with the one written on the newly
printed class schedule that had been mailed to our apartment, and
finally reached the one assigned to me. I put away the books and
folders I didn’t need that day, and as I closed the door I noticed
a tall, handsome, and athletic guy with shaggy dark blond hair
leaning against the locker next to mine. He wore stylishly tattered
khaki shorts, flip-flops, and an Ed Hardy T-shirt and he was
looking at me with a smirk that immediately turned my stomach.

“Um. Excuse me,” I stammered, looking at the ground
as I tried to find an opening in the crowd to edge my way past
him.

“What in the hell are you wearing?” he asked with a
slight laugh.

“What?” I asked, obviously confused.

“I said, what in the hell are you wearing? Is that
your grandmother’s shirt? You look like you just helped milk cows
or something. Jesus, you look like hell!”

My face immediately flushed red hot and I tried to
make my escape, but the throng of students kept me pinned to the
spot.

He continued, “You’re new here, aren’t you? I would
have recognized an ugly-ass frizzy ponytail like that from a mile
away if I had seen you before. Haven’t you ever heard of a hair
salon? It wouldn’t help you much, but you could at least
try. You’re some scary shit!”

I had no idea why he was doing this to me and, as
usually happens in these situations, I couldn’t think of a single
witty thing to say in my defense so I just stood there humiliated,
angry, and on the verge of tears.

“And come on,” he continued, “this is Southern
California. It’s ninety degrees outside. Why in the hell are you
wearing corduroy pants anyway? You couldn’t be more of a train
wreck if you were paid to look like the biggest nerd on the
planet.”

“Shut up, Jason!” a girl’s voice said from behind
me. “Leave her alone. You’re such a dick.”

“But look at her, Mel! Have you ever seen anything
like it in your life?” He laughed as he plucked at the collar of my
obviously uncool denim shirt. I knocked his hand away, but he just
proceeded to look at his fingertips as if he had gotten cow snot on
them.

“I said leave her alone or I’m telling Mom where you
hide your pot.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I damn sure would, so piss off!”

My tormentor, who I now knew as Jason, glared down
at me for a few more seconds, taking his time, and then sauntered
off and around the corner giving high fives to other alpha male
types on the way.

My head hung in abashed shame and I was unable to
look at who had come to my rescue, but a hand gently grasped my
shoulder and turned me around as a voice asked kindly, “Are you
okay?”

Tears stung my eyes and clouded my vision, but
through them I saw Melanie for the first time.

My heart did a funny skip thing that it had never
done before and it seemed like there was a rock in my throat that
had nothing at all to do with wanting to cry. Whatever I had been
planning to say to my savior was gone in an instant. I didn’t know
what was happening, but I felt that if I tried looking away from
her, my eyes would pluck themselves out of my head in their
rebellion to keep the contact.

What I saw was a beautiful girl my age, only a
couple of inches taller than my own 5′5″ height, with round
cheekbones, freckles across the bridge of her nose, and a crooked
smile that showed genuine concern. Her medium-length brown hair
flipped outward at the top of her shoulders. As I took in her hair,
I couldn’t help but notice the slightly freckled chest between the
top buttons of her shirt.

She smiled sympathetically at me, mistaking my
silence for shyness or embarrassment—both of which applied, of
course, but weren’t currently the main reason. I noticed that her
smile crinkled her nose in a way that turned my insides into melted
butter.

Realizing I was staring like an idiot, I blurted
out, “Devin!” a bit more loudly than necessary, even against the
noise of the hallway.

She looked confused “No…I’m Melanie. Melanie Parker.
And you are?”

I closed my eyes as the humiliation and fire in my
cheeks really set in. “Devin,” I said quietly. “Devin Kelly. Thank
you for your help with…um…Jason, I guess?”

Melanie laughed, and her melodious voice soothed my
frayed nerves. “Oh yes. Sorry about him.” She glowered and
continued, “That’s my asshole brother. He thinks he’s the hottest
thing to ever live and he wants to make sure that everyone knows
it. I can’t stand him. He’s always putting people down and just
being…well…a complete asshole. It’s a word that’s used to describe
him quite often, actually. Mostly by me. He could find some way to
insult Angelina Jolie if she was stark naked in the kitchen baking
him a birthday cake. Don’t take it personally.”

I laughed bitterly. “Yeah, okay. Easier said.”

Melanie sighed. “I know, but come on. I’ll make it
up to you for our family’s honor.” She stood up straight, gave a
funny little salute, then relaxed and smiled, wrinkling her nose in
that fascinating way. “You’re obviously new here and I shall take
it upon myself to escort you through these treacherous halls to
your first class. So, where are we going?”

Despite the stress from Jason’s bullying, I couldn’t
help but smile. “Band. I’m a trumpet player.”

“Nice to meet you, Trumpet. I’m a French horn.” She
winked at me, put her arm in mine, and led me to the band hall. I
tried my best to hide the fact that I was inexplicably
trembling.

 


*

 


It turned out that not only did we have band
together, but also English, Biology, Economics, and lunch. This
being the case, Melanie made sure to find a seat next to me in each
class. She apparently knew almost everyone in the school and,
amazingly, was on friendly terms with all of them. Not two minutes
would go by before someone would come up to her to ask how her
summer went or what she had been up to in general. When a boy
dressed all in black wearing dark eye makeup approached her, he
asked if they were still going to be getting a group together to go
to a Goth gathering called “Bat’s Day” at Disneyland. During
Economics a very girly cheerleader came over to tell her that a new
surf shop that had opened in Venice Beach was having a huge
end-of-summer sale. Then, at the end of band rehearsal, she told a
giant circle of her friends about the best performances she had
seen during that summer’s Drum Corps International competition. She
seemed to be some sort of social chameleon and apparently a
brilliant student, from what I observed in class. I envied her.

I told myself that she only sat by me because she
felt bad about the way her brother had treated me that morning. I
was probably in danger of becoming a pity friend, but if that was
the case I didn’t really mind. Being someone’s friend of
any sort was preferable to my usual
loneliness, especially in such a strange new environment.

During all of her social interactions I just sat in
silent awe at the ease with which she got along with the diverse
population. Even when an effeminate and well-dressed boy from the
drama club came by to ask her if she was able to see any plays over
the summer, she made sure to tell him to check out the new football
captain because he was the big, manly type that he was always
ogling. Melanie seemed to have no qualms about the way anyone lived
their lives, and people obviously loved her for it. This brought me
hope. Maybe I had finally found someone who would never have
“obligation” friends, someone who might truly enjoy me for my true
self.

After my first day of school ended, Melanie actually
invited me back to her house to help her work on a new project she
was spearheading for the group Student Activists for Environmental
Protection. An organization she founded and which, by the way, has
now spread to twelve states. My only plans had been to ride the bus
home, make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and play an outdated
video game on my ancient computer.

I asked nervously, “Will your brother be there?”

Melanie looked embarrassed and said, “I really hate
that he was your introduction to this school. No, he won’t be
there. And please don’t worry about him. He won’t bother you again,
I promise. He finds someone new to pick on every day.”

I smiled. “Yes, then.”

 


*

 


We pulled up to Melanie’s house in her red Toyota
Prius and my first impression was…perfection. The house wasn’t the
largest I had ever seen, but it just oozed an attitude of money. It
was a two-story Spanish style with an ornately carved wooden door
that looked as if it could have been rescued from an old mission.
The immaculate front lawn had perfect green grass, gorgeous
rosebushes along the walls, and several artistic lawn lamps lining
the cobblestone walkway to the front door. As we got out of the car
I noticed the hired gardener watering the last of the rosebushes. I
assumed that with their obvious wealth they would also have a
housekeeper…and I was right.

Melanie beckoned me to follow, and when we reached
the front door it opened just as she was about to put her hand on
the doorknob. A small Hispanic woman in her early sixties wearing
stylish black sandals, khaki pants, and a red apron over a black
shirt opened the door and welcomed us home from school.

“Devin, this is Esmerelda. Esmerelda, Devin.”

“Hey.” I said.

She smiled and offered her hand, which I took shyly.
“Muy encantada.”

Melanie continued, “Esmerelda has been with our
family since my brother and I were born. She’s like a mother to me,
so…”

Esmerelda cut her off and said in a thick accent,
“So that means she has to do what I tell her. Isn’t that right,
mija?”

Melanie looked demure, curtsied, and replied, “Yes
ma’am. I obey your every command.”

Esmerelda wagged an admonishing finger at Melanie
and then squinted at me conspiratorially, “She pretends to be
perfect and wonderful, but you do not have
to clean that porquería that she calls a
bedroom.”

“That’s true,” I replied, “but I do have to clean the pigsty that I call a bedroom, so I feel your pain.”

Esmerelda laughed and seemed impressed that I
understood a bit of Spanish. “You have a clever one here,
hija.” She then leaned in toward Melanie
and said behind her hand in a suspicious stage whisper, “Keep an
eye on her!” She winked and then announced that she was off to the
kitchen to make peanut butter cookies.

I followed Melanie on a tour of the house, first
stopping in her upstairs bedroom to drop off our school bags. I was
slightly shocked when I saw her bed and found myself wondering what
she wore when she slept. Where had that
come from? Pulling my thoughts back to Earth I looked around and,
to my delight, saw that her walls weren’t covered with the usual
teenager posters of hot young rock stars, but with signed pictures
of theater actors, landscape and architecture photographs from
around the world, and a harp seal poster from Greenpeace.

We went back downstairs and wound through the living
room, which included the largest flat screen TV I had ever seen in
my life, and out to the backyard. If the front yard was a vision,
it was nothing compared to this. Every inch of the area was
beautifully landscaped, an outdoor bar stood against a wall,
chimineas were placed around a small seating area, and
expensive-looking lawn furniture was placed in perfect symmetry
along the edge of a sparkling blue swimming pool. The pool itself
looked as if it belonged to a movie star, complete with a diving
board, hot tub, and running waterfall from a wall of volcanic rocks
on the far side. To the left of the pool was a small cabana that I
assumed was for guests…except for the fact that through one of the
windows I could see a poster of a slutty-looking model sprawled
topless on the hood of a Ferrari.

Following my gaze Melanie said, “It used to be for
guests, but my asshole brother decided that he was too cool to live
in the main house with the rest of the family, so he chose to live
in the cabana instead. How Mom doesn’t smell the pot smoke from in
there I’ll never know. Maybe she does and just doesn’t care.”

“Oh…sorry, I guess,” I replied uncomfortably.

“We’ve since turned his old bedroom into a guest
room slash office. It doesn’t matter anymore anyway. He has started
staying with a stoner college friend who has his own apartment. We
haven’t seen him at home in days.”

“So you and your brother are both seniors in school,
but you don’t look anything alike. Did one of you start school
early?” I asked, trying to steer my thoughts away from having
another run in with Jason if he decided to come home while I was
there.

“We’re fraternal twins, so we’re the same age. I
look like my dad and he looks like my mom. I’ve always wanted her
blond hair, but he got it instead.” Melanie paused. “But I got the
brains!”

“I think your hair
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