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Synopsis

 Being popular, beautiful,
determined, and a star athlete on her high school swim team is all
that Bryce Montgomery has ever known. When she decides she wants to
attend the Coast Guard Academy to become an officer, she knows that
nothing can stand in her way. She is tested, however, when a
harrowing encounter at a party leads to an unexpected attraction to
one of her female friends. As their relationship blossoms, Bryce
readily accepts her newfound sexuality, but her parents are
horrified by the revelation. Being deeply religious, they shun
Bryce and try to force her to change her sexuality or risk being
kicked out of her own home. Luckily, her friends are there to
support her through her ordeal. Despite the lack of support from
her parents, Bryce achieves her dreams, but what will happen when
that dream is shattered? Will her parents change their minds and
help her pick up the pieces or will a friend from her past come to
her rescue once again?


PRIDE AND JOY

© 2012 By M.L. Rice. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-60282-810-0

 


This Electronic Book Is Published By

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, NY 12185

 


First Edition: November 2012

 


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

Many thanks to Radclyffe and everyone at Bold Strokes
Books for all of their dedicated work. I am constantly indebted to
my editor, Lynda Sandoval, who always teaches me something new,
makes me laugh, and without whom none of this would be
possible.

Special and heartfelt thanks are in order for Angie
Williams as well as Robin Neuman and many of my fellow Coast Guard
Auxiliarists for their support, their knowledge, their friendship,
and their advice. I am honored to be counted among your
numbers.

Thanks go to my mom and stepdad for always loving and
accepting me for who I am. I also want to thank my mom for getting
me interested in Broadway at a young age. An appreciation for music
and live theater is something that benefits every aspect of my
life. As always, I would like to thank my wife for always being
there for me, for believing in all that I do, and for being the
best friend I could ever hope to have.

Finally, I would like to thank the active duty,
reserve, civilian, retired, and auxiliarists of the United States
Coast Guard for all that they do and will continue to do to protect
us. Semper Paratus!


Dedication

For Mom. Thank you for your constant love and
acceptance.


PART ONE


Chapter One

Bryce stared at the perfectly still blue water.
There was no breeze to ripple the surface, the sun had begun its
rise into the morning sky, and the air was already so warm she was
starting to sweat beneath her track jacket. Her favorite kind of
day at one of her favorite places on earth. How she ever managed to
get any studying done during the week she would never know. School
was great and she excelled at it, but the classroom was nothing
compared to being in the water.

Of course, it was only a public swimming pool. The
locker rooms were kind of nasty and, in two hours, there would be
swarms of screaming children trying their best to drown their
friends in games of “Shark” and “Marco Polo,” so a true sanctuary
it was not. Bryce’s morning would consist of constantly blowing her
whistle to get the kids to stop running on the wet concrete, and
her afternoon would hold the joys of bandaging the bloody knees of
those who didn’t listen.

But for these first hours of the day, the pool was
hers. Well, hers and the four students in her beginners’ swimming
class. She wasn’t a natural teacher and didn’t take the weekend
lifeguard / swim coach job because she was good with kids. She
didn’t particularly like kids. It just gave her an excuse to get in
the water more often than she already did as an athlete on her high
school swim team. Even though she had to sit on the lifeguard stand
in the hot sun watching other people cooling off in the pool during
the day, she had full access to the pool in the off hours. Nothing
got her blood pumping like a morning or evening swim, and nothing
made her happier than floating weightless in fluid space.

She took off her tracksuit and folded it neatly on
the nearby table next to the large beach towel she had brought with
her. Despite the warmth of the morning, the sweat that had formed
during her walk to the pool caused her skin to prickle with goose
bumps. Bouncing on her toes, she swung her muscular arms back and
forth to warm up, pulled her long blond hair back into a ponytail,
and then slowly lowered herself into the pool. It was always a
little chilly the first time she entered the water on these
mornings, but she knew that once the school year ended and the
blazing West Texas summer sun started its annual slow bake of the
land, the cool water would be an oasis to all who sought its
refuge.

Taking a deep breath, she submerged herself and sat
on the bottom of the pool for a full minute, just listening to the
sound of the water swirling around her and using the time as her
daily meditation ritual to become one with the liquid world.
Eventually the annoying mammalian habit of having to breathe won
out over her spirit’s desire to become a mermaid and she emerged
into the brightening sunlight once again.

When she opened her eyes she startled as she saw two
bright hazel eyes staring at her, only inches away.

“Hi, Miss Montgomery!”

Bryce smiled and wiped the excess water from her
face. “Seriously, Miss Cordova. I’m only
three years older than you, and I’m just giving you swimming
lessons. I’m eighteen, not eighty.”

“Sorry, Bryce. You know I’m just messing with you.
It’s from all those times you babysat Dante. Don’t you remember how
he always called you that? He was just so happy I wasn’t old enough
to babysit him myself. Brothers are so frickin’ irritating.”

“No worries.” Bryce winked and flicked excess water
from her fingers at her friend. “Get me my towel, would ya? I’m
going to swim a few laps and I’ll be right out.”

Daniela immediately stood up from her crouch and
bounded over to the table where Bryce had left her towel, a pleased
smile on her face. Bryce swam quickly back and forth across the
pool a couple of times, reveling in the feel of water flowing over
her streamlined body, and then returned to the edge of the pool,
her breath only slightly faster than when she was at rest. She
pulled herself out of the water, and as she did, she marveled at
how grown up Daniela looked now that she was in high school. She
was shorter than Bryce, but even though she never wore makeup—she
didn’t need it with her complexion and dark hair—people often
mistook her for a college student. She looked older than most of
Bryce’s senior friends.

“Here ya go, Miss…”

Bryce raised her eyebrows.

“Bryce.”

Bryce playfully punched her friend in the arm. “Why
are you here so early anyway?”

Daniela shrugged uncomfortably.

Bryce smiled. “Listen, I know you’re embarrassed to
be in a swimming class with eight-year-olds, but don’t be. I’m
really proud of you for finally overcoming your fear of the water
and hey, better late than never!”

“Well, when I heard that you’d be teaching…I mean,
I’d rather learn from a friend than a stranger, so a little kids’
class is just the price I have to pay for being lame and not trying
it earlier, I guess.”

“Hey, I’d be happy if it was just you in the class,
believe me.”

Daniela smiled broadly.

“So you want to practice some before the rest get
here? We can do that.”

“No, actually, I wanted to talk with you about
something.”

Bryce raised her eyebrows with curiosity. “Let’s sit
down, then.” She led her over to sit on the lounge chairs next to
the closed snack bar and wrapped the large beach towel around her
own soggy shoulders. “What’s up?”

Daniela’s smile faltered and she hesitated.

“You know you can talk to me, Dani. How many times
have I had to put up with you and Dante running around like demons
trying to get me into trouble when I babysat?”

“I never ran around like a demon!”

“You’re right. You were always a perfect little
angel.” Bryce rolled her eyes. “But seriously, you know you can
talk to me about anything. We’ve been friends for as long as I can
remember.”

“I know. It’s just that…this is…personal stuff.”

“Well, it’s your choice, but you know I’m here for
you. Is this something you don’t feel comfortable talking to your
mom about?”

Daniela winced. “No. Definitely not. I just want the
opinion of someone my age. Well, a hell of a lot closer to my age
anyway.”

Bryce broke into a knowing smile. “This must be
about a boy. First year in high school and you’re already falling
in love. Oh! Is it an older guy? A senior, maybe? Do I know who it
is?”

Daniela flushed red and said defensively, “Yes,
actually. I am talking about a senior. And
yes, you know who it is.”

Bryce opened her mouth to ask about the identity of
the mystery guy, but Daniela interrupted, “And no, I’m not naming
names.”

“So okay, what do you want to know? I’ll have you
know, though, Arati is probably the one to talk to about this. I’ve
always been too busy to date…and most of the guys I know are
idiots. But Arati…well, you know Arati.”

“I just want to know…if it’s normal for me to like
someone as much as I do. I’m afraid if I told anyone they’d say
that…something is wrong with me.”

Bryce paused, waiting for more information, but
Daniela just hung her head. Dark silky hair fell over her eyes,
obscuring her face. Bryce reached out and brushed the wayward
strands behind her friend’s ear. “Why in the world would people say
that something is wrong with you for liking someone?”

Daniela sighed. “My dad is…protective. He says I
can’t date anyone until I’m sixteen. That’s only two months away,
but still. That, and I know he won’t approve of who I like.”

“What’s wrong with him? The guy you like, I
mean.”

“Well, my dad told me a long time ago that he
wouldn’t let me date anyone not Catholic and Latino, so that’s one
thing, and the other…well, let’s just say he won’t like the kind of
person I have a crush on.”

Bryce made a dismissive motion with her hand. “Dads
are like that, though. You’re young and he still thinks of you as
his little girl. I don’t know why he would be so adamant about the
religion and ethnicity thing in this day and age, but I bet he gets
over that too. Have you told the guy that you like him?”

Daniela scoffed. “Not gonna happen.”

“Why not?”

“A sophomore asking a senior out? How lame is that?
No one is ever going to like me anyway. I’m not beautiful and
popular like—”

Bryce laughed and interrupted, “Listen, Little Miss
No Self-Confidence, I don’t think you’ve noticed how the guys look
at you when you walk by in the halls. You know my friend Angela,
right? The one in the drama club with you? She told me when you
were cast as Rosie in Bye Bye Birdie for
this year’s musical, every guy auditioned to play Albert just to
have scenes with you. Before that, everyone had been fighting over
playing Conrad. They most definitely think you’re hot.”

Daniela made a noise in her throat that sounded like
she didn’t believe that at all.

“Look,” Bryce continued, “the point is that no, you
are absolutely not weird for being totally in love with someone
right now. It’s perfectly normal. We’re supposed to have crazy
hormones, right? And you need to think more of yourself. You’re
pretty kick-ass, if I do say so myself. Not to mention you’re
starting to turn the heads of pretty much every guy at school.
You’ll figure it out soon enough, and when you do decide to tell
this lucky guy how you feel about him, I bet you money he’ll be
groveling at your feet.”

Daniela smiled and leaned against Bryce’s shoulder.
“Thanks, Bryce. You always make me feel better.”

“No problem. Now what do you say we get you some
extra practice time in the water anyway. I know it’s tough being
the oldest person in this class, so I’m happy to work with you
individually whenever you want. Truth be told, I’m really glad
you’re here. It’s nice teaching a friend instead of snot-nosed
little brats all of the time.”

Daniela beamed back at her and said, “I want to try
it without the kickboard today!”

“Damn right you do!”

 


 


“Mom, I’m home! Dani said to tell you hi from her
mom!” Bryce yelled as she threw her wet towel on the floor by the
front door.

Her mom’s voice echoed back from the kitchen, “Pick
up that towel! We keep this house presentable!”

How does she always know?
Bryce thought.

She picked up her towel and carried it to the
laundry room next to the kitchen. “Any letters today, Mom?”

“Not yet, sweetie. Don’t worry, it’ll get here
soon.”

Bryce threw up her arms like a child having a
tantrum. “It’s already April second! The last day they would tell
me is supposed to be April fifteenth.”

“Patience is a virtue, honey. God will make it
happen in His own time.”

That kind of response always infuriated Bryce. She
was sure God had more pressing matters like ending wars or helping
people find a cure for cancer than in making sure she was one of
the lucky few to be accepted into the U.S. Coast Guard Academy.

When she had told her parents four years ago about
her desire to become an officer in the Coast Guard, they had looked
at her incredulously.

“Why in the world would you want to do that?” her
Dad had asked.

“Well, I think it would be awesome to join the
military, and I like that the Coast Guard has a humanitarian
mission rather than just ‘blow people up’ kind of stuff. That and,
if I get accepted into the academy, college will be free! That’s
got to be good for you guys, right?”

Her mother countered, “But you’ve never even been on
a boat other than to go water skiing at Bison Lake.”

“I want to be on the water, Mom. I’m sick of dust
and tumbleweeds. Swimming is my life. That has to come in handy in
the Coast Guard, don’t you think?”

Her parents had paused and looked at each other for
a moment before her dad finally smiled and said, “Well, if that’s
what you want to do, we’ll help you get there. I’m actually really
proud of you for wanting to serve your country.”

Since then, Bryce had immersed herself even more
into getting into shape and winning for her swim team. She spent
every spare moment she had either in the water or running for miles
to get in perfect shape for the trials of academy life and
especially Swab Summer, the boot camp she would have to attend in
June if she got accepted. Even the spring lifeguard / coaching job
was about getting more water time under her belt. The paycheck sure
didn’t hurt, though.

She was already one of the top students in her
school and ranked in the highest percentiles of standardized tests,
so she didn’t have to worry about her academics, only the essays
she had submitted to the acceptance board. Now all she had to do
was wait for the letter to arrive. If it didn’t, she already had
automatic acceptance to her local university, but the thought of
staying in Saltus, Texas, made her skin crawl. It was a nice place
to grow up and it was the kind of small city where neighbors would
always be there to help you out, people banded together to get
things done, and everyone genuinely cared about your family. But
the wind, dust, odorous feedlots, and conservatism were really
starting to wear on her.

Of course, it was true: She was hoping to join the
U.S. military—not really a bastion of liberal thinking and
open-mindedness. But she wanted to be out on the water protecting
the country and saving lives. It was a decision that promised
adventure (and an awesome uniform), plus she would get to do
something worthwhile for the world. It also seemed like it would
take her a million miles from the dry, flat, landlocked part of the
country that was currently her home. She would be happy to make a
few sacrifices to do that. Now if only the damn letter would
arrive!


Chapter Two

The grating screech of her alarm pulled Bryce out of
her deep sleep and, without looking, she fumbled to find the snooze
button. When the unwelcome noise finally ceased, Bryce let out a
groan and slowly sat up. She had been getting up at six a.m. almost
every morning for a year to go for an hour-long jog before class,
and it was starting to wear on her. It was worth it, though. She
was in peak physical shape and it only took a glance at the Coast
Guard flag on the wall, her swimming trophies, and her sculpted
muscles in the mirror every morning to know she was doing the right
thing.

She got dressed, trudged down the stairs, and found
her father sitting at the kitchen table reading the newspaper and
drinking coffee.

“Morning, hon.”

“Morning, Dad.”

“Going running?”

“Yep.”

“Something new and different,” he said in his usual
dry, but friendly manner.

“Funny. Going to work?”

“Yep.”

“Exciting. What are you building today?”

“A Baptist church down on Seventy-seventh.”

“Another church, huh? Saltus doesn’t have enough
already?”

Bryce’s father gave her a warning look over his
newspaper.

“You know what I mean, Dad.”

Her father put the paper down on the table. “No, I
don’t know what you mean. You haven’t gone to church with your
mother and me in months. I’ve been defending you to her, but if she
hears you say something like that she’ll get really upset. You’d better think about your
priorities. God, family, country, remember?”

Bryce’s stomach turned, but she nodded. “Yes, sir.”
He continued to look at her with disapproval, so she smiled
halfheartedly and pointed at the back door of the kitchen. “Running
time. Be back in a bit.”

Once she was outside she leaned up against the B.D.
Montgomery Contracting Services label on the side of her dad’s
silver Chevrolet truck and blew out a decidedly un-Christian curse
under her breath. She had found that her faith in what her parents
considered religion had been noticeably waning since she had
started high school three years ago. It wasn’t that she had trouble
believing in something bigger than herself or that she wasn’t
spiritual, she just had a hard time trying to stomach the
self-righteous dogma and bigotry that was rife in the church
community in which she had been brought up. Her congregation
preached unending love and happiness one day, and the next they
were spouting hate politics from the pulpit.

So she had stopped going to church.

It hadn’t been easy to convince her mother, but she
was a young woman and could make her own decisions. It helped that
the job at the pool was on weekends and she had the morning shift
both days for lessons. She couldn’t wait until she was finally able
to get out of the house and go to college, where she could study
subjects she was actually interested in, experience new things, and
form her own opinions rather than having them forced upon her.
There was something out there for her to believe in, she was sure
of it. But the close-minded evangelicalism of the Bible Belt sure
as hell wasn’t it.

 


 


When she arrived back home after her run, breathing
heavily, she walked around with her arms over her head for a few
minutes to cool down and worked up the courage to reenter the
house. She knew her mom would be awake by now, and even though she
only had thirty minutes to get ready for school, her mom would try
to talk to her the whole time about the youth group at church, and
how much fun they had, and why she should go to their evening
meetings. No thanks.

Taking one last deep breath she opened up the back
door and sprinted through the kitchen and up the stairs to her
bathroom. Luckily her mother was still in her own bedroom, so Bryce
immediately jumped in the shower and was able to avoid her mother’s
barrage of annoying, but well-meaning advice.

After her shower she heard a knock on her bedroom
door as she pulled a black Saltus High T-shirt over her head.

“It’s open!”

Her father opened the door slowly, afraid of
invading his teenage daughter’s space. “Can I come in, hon?”

“Yeah, Dad. What’s up?”

“I just found this inside my Field
and Stream magazine that I got in the mail yesterday. Looks
like it’s for you.”

Bryce blinked and stared stupidly at the large
envelope in her father’s hand.

“What is it?”

He just held the letter out to her, and she could
see the edge of his mouth twitch beneath his full russet beard.

Bryce took it from him and her heart jumped into her
throat as she saw the familiar Coast Guard Academy seal at the top
left corner. She glanced up from the letter to look at her dad just
as her mother joined him in the doorway.

“Well? Get on with it!” her mom cried with
excitement.

With a shaking hand Bryce tore open the envelope,
but hesitated before pulling out the papers tucked inside. This was
it. She had studied incessantly and immersed herself in physical
training, pinning all of her hopes on getting accepted into the
academy.

What if it didn’t happen?

What if she had to go to Saltus State
University?

She didn’t want to sound ungrateful, and SSU was
definitely a fine institution of higher learning, but the problem
was that it was still in Saltus. She needed to leave her hometown
behind and become her own person. She felt constricted here. She
wanted the whole world and the open water and, despite the fact
that being an officer in the military was definitely regimented,
she wanted her freedom.

“Bryce Lee Montgomery. Seriously.” Her mother’s
voice shook her out of her reverie.

Taking a deep breath, she eased the papers from the
envelope and let her eyes focus on the words in front of her.

After a pause where she could swear that her heart
had stopped for a moment she looked up at her parents and grinned,
“Your daughter will be a cadet in New London, Connecticut, starting
on June twenty-fifth!”

Bryce jumped as both of her parents let out a cheer
and rushed over to wrap her in a congratulatory hug. Her chest
swelled with pride as Mom and Dad crushed her between them, and her
eyes fell on the Coast Guard flag on her wall. She couldn’t believe
it. She’d gotten exactly what she’d dreamed of and worked so hard
for. The only question now was, could she handle it?

 


 


“Bryce! Congratulations! We just heard from Angela!”
Jennifer and Arati rushed at her when she entered the women’s
locker room for an extra swim team practice before lunch.

“Thanks, guys. I’m stoked.” Bryce beamed.

Arati pouted a little and said, “I’m so bummed that
you’ll be going to the East Coast, though. With Jenn going to the
University of Texas and me to CalTech, we’ll all be on complete
opposite corners of the universe.”

Jennifer, always the calm voice of logic, countered,
“Don’t exaggerate and don’t pretend that we don’t video chat every
night anyway even though we live just a few blocks from each
other.”

Bryce laughed and pulled her two best friends into a
hug. “I’m going to miss you guys so much.
We still have another month and a half of school left, though, so
let’s not think about it right now. Let’s talk about happy things.
Jenn, has Brian asked you to the prom yet?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve been dropping stupidly
obvious hints, but he’s a boy, and you know how thick boys can
be.”

“What about you, Arati? Any luck on the date
front?”

She sighed heavily. “Not yet. I’m just assuming I’ll
be going alone. And I really really wanted
to get laid after the dance. It’s just not a prom without it! Do
you know how long it’s been since I’ve gotten any action at
all?”

Bryce squeezed her friend’s shoulder. “I’m going to
ignore all of that because it totally icks me out, but you
definitely won’t be going alone. You can go with me.”

Arati looked at her incredulously. “Surely the
gorgeous star athlete Bryce Lee Montgomery will get a date. You’ll
probably even get elected prom queen or something.”

“As a matter of fact, I do have a date, but—” she cut off her friend before she could protest,
“I want us all to go together. Go out to dinner, get a limo, party
afterward, all of the cheesy stuff we’re supposed to do.”

Jennifer chimed in as she placed her glasses in her
locker and pushed her long auburn hair into her swim cap, “My
parents said I can have a small party at my place. They’re going to
be at a medical conference in San Antonio that weekend. They trust
me to behave, I guess. I totally expect you both to be there.”

“Count us in!” Bryce replied, waving Arati’s hand
for her.

“Don’t change the subject, you guys,” Arati said,
pulling her arm away and glaring at Bryce. “Who asked you to the
prom? And why didn’t you tell us?”

“Well, I didn’t tell you because he just asked me in
Calculus two periods ago and I haven’t actually said yes yet. But
it was Michael Friedman.”

The eyes of her two friends widened and they said as
one, “Michael Friedman on the diving team?”

Bryce’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah. Michael Friedman on
the diving team. Why?”

Jennifer shrugged. “He’s just…super hot.”

Jennifer then looked at Arati next to her, who
added, “Yeah. Like, movie star hot. I mean, the way he fills out
that Speedo—”

“How do you even know him?” Jennifer asked quickly
before her friend could elaborate. “We don’t practice at the same
time as the divers.”

“I don’t, really. His cousin, Leah, is a good friend
of Angela’s, and I hang out with them sometimes. Leah is like,
terminally shy, but completely nice, so I assume Michael is cool
too. I’m just glad someone asked me, to tell you the truth.”

Jennifer shook her head in disbelief. “Bryce, you
could’ve had your pick of anyone in the school. People worship
you.”

Arati sighed. “You’re so lucky.”

Bryce laughed. “Not super lucky. I don’t even really
know him, after all. I talk to him in English and Calculus
sometimes, but just about our assignments, swim and dive meets, or
about how cold the damn locker rooms are. Nothing heavy.” She
shrugged. “He seems nice enough, though. I’m going to tell him I’ll
go with him tomorrow morning. No one else has asked me anyway.”

“They think you’re out of their league,” Jennifer
said wisely.

“Come on, guys, you talk about me like I’m a
celebrity or something. Don’t be stupid.”

Jennifer shrugged. “You’re not stuck up like the
other popular girls. You’re nice to everyone. People appreciate
that. And it doesn’t hurt that you’re insanely hot too.”

Blushing, Bryce playfully shoved her friend. “Stop
it, you’ll give me a big head.” Inwardly she was very pleased. She
had always thought she looked like the nice girl next door, but the
way her friends were talking you would think she was a supermodel.
“Anyway, enough about me. As far as Michael goes, he has to at
least agree to going as a group.”

At that moment the swim coach’s whistle sounded and
the girls left the locker room to swim lap after lap in their
practice session.

 


 


Bryce kicked at a dandelion in the grass as she
leaned against the brick wall outside of the school the next
morning. Other students filed past, bleary-eyed and dragging their
feet, dreading the start of a new school day and counting down the
few remaining weeks until summer break. Bryce, of course, had
already been up for two hours, a two-mile run completed and full
high-protein breakfast consumed, so she was bursting with
energy.

“Michael!” she called as she saw him get out of his
black SUV. A smile lit up his face and he waved to her as she
approached. He was just over six feet tall, and at five-eight,
Bryce only came up to his chin. When she reached where he stood,
her head tilted back to smile upward. His teeth were brilliant
white and his dark, wind-swept hair shone in the morning sun. Bryce
had to admit that he really was a very pretty boy.

She didn’t often notice members of the opposite sex.
Not like other girls anyway, and definitely not like Arati, but Michael was built like
a Greek god, and out of the corner of her eye she saw other girls
in the parking lot glancing longingly over at the two of them
standing together.

“Yes,” Bryce said simply.

“Yes, what?” he asked as he smirked, being
purposefully obtuse.

Bryce kicked his shoe. “Yes, I’ll go to the prom
with you.” Michael’s smile widened and he took a breath to respond,
but Bryce continued, “But I want to go with my friends too.
Limo…party…the works. Is that okay?”

“No problem. Jeff and Steven want to hang out too. I
think Steven wants to ask your friend Arati anyway. Is she going
with anyone yet?”

Bryce beamed. “Nope. She’ll be really happy if he
asks her. He will be too. Trust me.”

“Cool. We should all get together soon to plan
everything. We’ll have a blast.” He slung his backpack over his
shoulder. “Anyway, we’d better get going. Kafka awaits.”

Bryce was surprised when he took her hand in his and
she hesitated when he started walking. Michael looked back
questioningly, but he smiled kindly so Bryce squeezed his hand and
followed him to their first class.

 


 


“Who is Gregor Samsa?”

The classroom remained silent.

“Okay. What is Gregor
Samsa?”

Still silence.

“Mr. Friedman. Answer the question, please.” Bryce
saw that the English teacher, Mrs. Swift, was getting annoyed. This
was advanced placement senior English, but it appeared no one was
taking their classes seriously anymore. Senioritis was a nasty
virus that spread quickly through the halls of the school as the
students saw the brightening light at the end of the interminable
grade school tunnel.

Michael was sitting directly behind Bryce. She
turned in her chair to look at him as he sat up straighter. He
cleared his throat and answered simply, “He’s a bug.”

“A bug. That’s it?” Mrs. Swift asked, obviously
unimpressed.

“Yeah, he wakes up as a bug.”

There was a long pause before she continued. “Gregor
Samsa is a son, a brother, an obsessive worker, the sole means of
support for his family, and most importantly, he is a man that is
made to feel invisible, unappreciated, taken for granted, and by
the end, shameful. And yes, he wakes up one morning to find that he
has been turned into a bug, as you so eloquently put it. Now, can
anyone tell me why he turns into a
bug?”

Bryce raised her hand and said, “Mrs. Swift, I think
it could just be a metaphor for how he feels once he realizes his
family sees him as nothing more than a breadwinner, and the rest of
the story focuses on how his parents will never accept him for what
he is. He’s too different from what they had always known him to
be. They’re ashamed of him, even after all he did for them.”

“That’s a good start, Miss Montgomery. Thank you.”
Mrs. Swift smiled at her. “Who else can tell me more about why a
hard-shelled insect may have been used as a metaphor for Gregor’s
condition? Remember that there is no wrong answer. Literary
analysis depends greatly on the reader’s imagination and
experiences.” Another awkward long pause ensued. “Did anyone
actually read this book?”

As the teacher was talking, Michael leaned forward
and teasingly whispered in Bryce’s ear, “Kiss-ass.”

She smiled and raised her hand again.

 


 


Bryce was alone in the main school hallway after her
end-of-day swim practice when she heard footsteps running behind
her. She turned around to see Daniela sprinting in her direction.
“Bryce! Wait!” Daniela tried to stop her forward momentum on the
slippery floor in time, but instead slammed into her. Bryce laughed
as she braced Daniela’s petite form until she was able to regain
her balance.

Daniela’s eyes bulged in embarrassment at her lack
of grace, but she said breathlessly, “Ticket.”

“What?”

“I have a ticket for you to see me…to see the school
musical.”

“Oh yeah. Ten bucks, right?” Bryce reached into her
pocket and pulled out a messy wad of cash.

“No, this one is free. For you, anyway. Everyone
involved in the show gets four free tickets and I have an extra, so
I’m giving it to you.” She smiled hopefully.

“You don’t have to do that!”

“I want to. You…you’ve always been really cool to me
and you spent extra time with me during my swim lessons, so I just
wanted to say thank you. Even if it is in this lame way.”

“Dude. It’s not lame. I really appreciate it.
C’mere.” Bryce pulled her into a hug. “I’m really proud of
you.”

It was strangely comforting hugging her friend, but
she felt Daniela stiffen at the contact so she held her only
briefly. “You okay?”

Daniela squeaked, “Yeah! Of course! Just nervous
about the show.”

Bryce snorted. “Oh please. Angela said it’s really
rare for a sophomore to get one of the lead roles in any high
school musical. You must be special. You have a real talent for
this acting and singing stuff from what I hear. I’ll see for myself
this weekend.”

Daniela looked at her toes with a smile on her face
as a distinct red flush colored the tanned olive skin of her
cheeks. “Bryce…”

Bryce waited for her to continue, but she could tell
Dani was struggling for words. “Yeah?”

Sighing, Daniela finally said, “Nothing. Just thanks
for always supporting me. It means a lot.”

“Just be sure to thank me when you win your first
Tony.”

This made them both laugh. Bryce put her arm around
her friend and said, “Come on. I’m going home for a well-deserved
night off to celebrate getting into the academy. I’m talking a
movie with pizza and ice cream. I haven’t had something that
fattening in about three months. Wanna join me?”

Daniela inexplicably turned a darker shade of red
and nodded vehemently.

 


 


“So. The acting thing. You seem to really like it,”
Bryce said as she bit into her heavenly slice of cheese pizza.

Daniela’s face lit up. “You wouldn’t think that
would be something I would get into, would you?”

“Not with your shyness, no. I’m really impressed by
how you can get up there and sing in front of everyone.”

“Well, I just pretend they’re not there. I just try
to stay in character and imagine that it’s my real life up on the
stage.”

“Oh, so you’re a method actress!”

She smiled. “I don’t know about that. I just know
it’s the only way I can stand in front of all those people and not
faint!”

“Do you think this is something you want to do for a
living?”

Daniela looked down at her plate. “No. I don’t think
so.”

“Why not?”

“My parents don’t really see acting as a real
job.”

“Does what they think matter? I mean, if it’s
something you love and kick ass at doing?”

Daniela looked up at Bryce, her eyes narrowed in
thought. “Don’t you think it’s a silly waste of time when I could
study to become a doctor or something?”

“Do you want to be a doctor or something?”

She paused. “No.”

“Do you want to be an actress?”

After a moment Daniela’s mouth broke into a dazzling
smile. “Yeah. I think I do.”

Bryce stood up and walked around the table to pick
up her friend’s empty plate. She stopped next to her and said with
serious finality, “Then that’s what you’re going to do. And you’re
going to be amazing.”

Daniela looked up at her with watery eyes. “Thank
you.”

“I mean it. I totally believe in you. One of these
days I’ll see you in a movie or something and say, ‘Hey! I’ve known
her since she was eleven years old, and I taught her how to swim.’
And then I’ll wait for the phone call where you’ll invite me to
your giant mansion in Hollywood where I’ll get to lounge by the
pool with you and your famous friends, drinking champagne and
getting to bum around as part of your entourage.”

Daniela laughed. “It sounds like you have my future
all worked out.”

“Yep. So you’d better not disappoint me.” Bryce
finished putting the dishes in the washer and walked back over to
the table, extending her hand for her friend to take. “Now. Let’s
go watch a movie and figure out which character you’ll get to play
in the multi-million-dollar, special-effects-ridden remake in five
years.”


Chapter Three

The applause was still ringing loudly in Bryce’s
ears as she and many others made their way to the gym for the party
the school had set up for the students and their families to
celebrate the opening night of Bye Bye
Birdie. She walked with Jennifer and Arati and they
discussed the show and expressed their surprise at how entertaining
it was.

“Angela was so good as Kim, and who knew that
Daniela was such a natural! Their duet at the end of ‘One Boy’ was
the best part of the show,” Jennifer offered. “Brent was so cute as
Conrad too. Can’t sing to save his life, though. I wonder why he
got that role.”

Arati laughed. “Because he’s hot, duh. Daniela and
Angela were the only two who could actually sing in tune. Daniela
especially. They all put on a good show, though.”

Bryce just nodded through all of this. Angela was
perfectly cast as Kim, but it was Daniela who had really been the
star of the show. Her voice was pitch-perfect and soothing, and
Bryce really could see her making a career out of the whole
acting / singing thing. She looked like she belonged up there while
the other students looked like gawky high school over-actors.

After they had waited and chatted in the gym for
about twenty minutes the entire cast, crew, and orchestra members
walked in and headed en masse straight for the snack table where a
giant cake decorated like
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