

Memories of early childhood are full of happy memories. Our home may not have been the biggest on the block but it was full of happiness and love. My father, Lee, and my mother, Michelle, met during their sophomore year of college. My mother was a native of Arizona and my father was from Georgia and went to college on a basketball scholarship. I used to love the story that my parents would tell me about the first time they saw each other. My mother was sitting in courtside seats right below the basketball hoop. My father had been fouled and went to the free throw line. My mother said that they locked eyes as he went to the free throw line. My father was just standing at the free throw line as they stared at each other until the referee came over to him. He dribbled the ball a few times and just an air ball as the crowd booed. For the entire game as my father ran toward her on offense or defense they would stare at each other and lock eyes. “Love at first sight” they would always say together as I smiled and my fraternal twin brother Curtis would usually respond “Lame.”

My mother became pregnant with me and my brother a little over a year after they both graduated. They were both twenty-two years old, still kids for the most part, raising two kids. My father had always thought he would become a professional basketball player but a serious knee injury in the middle of his senior year assured that it would never happen. My mother was a business major and my father never thinking about life without basketball took the easiest path he could think of to graduate which was sports management. My father found a job as a maintenance guy for a local pool company and my mother worked for as long as she could with two babies in her belly for real estate company as a receptionist. After me and my brother were born my mother become a homemaker and my father continued to work for the pool company. It wasn’t traditional but my parents didn’t marry until after we were born. With a small amount of savings and a loan from my grandparents, my mother and father purchased the small home that we lived in. A few years later, with my mother’s encouragement and help, my father opened his own pool cleaning company.

We may have not had a lot of money but we did have love. My father loved my mother so passionately. He would always bring home flowers and something small and thoughtful to let my mother know how much he loved and appreciated her. He was always grabbing or touching her and my mother would say “Lee!” as she would smack his hand or arm away and say, “Do that later and see what happens.” It always made me happy to see them interact that way.  An opposite to my brother who would always say “Gross!” My mother loved him passionately as well. She was always talking about him and her friends would always say how lucky she was.

I always found it strange to find out that brothers and sisters wouldn’t get along. My mother and my Uncle Andrew were very close. He was always at my house, throwing me and my brother around or hanging out and drinking a few beers with my Dad as they watched whatever sport they happened to be watching. Me and my brother were close. He was my protector. I was chubby, wore glasses and wasn’t very outgoing, an easy target for bullies. When kids started calling me fat and ugly and the worst thing off all, Hailee Hippo, he was always there to fight back on my behalf as I was always too scared to do it myself. I remember in third grade, Robert Ross called me Hailee Hippo and Curtis without hesitation punched him in the middle of his face. My brother was suspended for a week and my mother was angry with him but my father behind my mother’s back gave him a high five and said, “Always protect your sister.” 

My best friend Sabrina lived a few houses down from mine. We met on our first day of kindergarten. Our mothers became fast friends even though my father didn’t care much for her father. My brothers best friend James used to complain that my brother always wanted to hang out with me. Sabrina and I used to have loads of fun. We would have sleep overs, play dolls, play games and going swimming at her house. My happiest memories were of my father and mother cuddled on the couch as my brother and I ate popcorn on family movie night.

Those memories pale in comparison to the memory that haunts my dreams, the day that changed my life forever. It was back to school time and my family had plans to go back to school shopping at the mall. My father had been out with Uncle Andrew the night before and was a little worse for wear. I wasn’t feeling well and was running a small fever. Instead of a family outing to the mall it turned out to be me in bed and my father watching television on the couch as my mother and brother went shopping. My brother begged my dad to take him to the mall instead of my mother but my father said “Curtis, you don’t spend enough time with you mother and it’s making her upset.” He kissed my mother goodbye and told her he loved her. He hugged Curtis as my mother kissed my forehead and my brother said to me “You owe me for this” as he laughed. They both went out the door. My father hit the couch and I went into my room. My father spoke to my mother during the day and was told that they should be home around 5PM. The time came and went.

I remember exiting my room and sitting on the couch to watch television as my father paced around the living room. It was now after 7PM and my mother wasn’t answering her phone. He called my Uncle Andrew to ask if he had spoken to her recently and become more concerned as he found the answer to be no. He called my grandparents but they hadn’t heard from her either. A little after 8PM there was a knock on the door. My father raced to the door and opened it as a man in suite stood in between two police officers. The man asked, “Is this the residence of Michelle Anderson?” as my father responded “Yes, she’s my wife” as the man asked and “You name, sir?” as my father quickly replied, “Lee Anderson.” The man looked at my father and asked, “Do you have children sir?” My father nodded his head yes and said, “My daughter Hailee and my son, Curtis.” The man in the suite looked toward the ground and then looked up at my father and said “Mr. Anderson, I’m not sure how to tell you this but there’s been an accident. There was a young woman traveling at a high rate of speed. She must have been on her phone or something but she ran through a red light. Her vehicle struck your wife’s vehicle. We’re unsure of how fast she was going but I’m sorry to tell you, Mr. Anderson, that your wife and son were killed.”

I don’t know why but the only other thing I remember is my father dropping to his knees and screaming “No! God No! Please God!” as he put his hands over his face and began to cry uncontrollably. I can’t remember if I said anything or did anything. That’s the memory that haunts my dreams to this very day. I was ten-years old and my mother and my brother were gone. I remember the funeral as if it happened yesterday. I remember thinking how my mother and brother didn’t look like themselves. I remember my grandmother fainting at the site of her daughter and grandchild’s lifeless bodies. I remember the wake and the look on my father’s face as family and friends hugged and kissed him offering their condolences.

After my brother and mother died it was if my father and I became strangers. We ate silently and barely spoke. He was keeping himself busy with work but when he came home he was drinking heavily. As I lay in bed at night trying to sleep I could often hear him crying through the wall. When I heard him cry I would think of my mother and Curtis and it would make me cry. Uncle Andrew was often at the house to check on me and my father.

“How are you, kiddo?” he would always ask as I would lie and say “Fine, Uncle Andrew.”

The truth was I wasn’t anywhere close to fine. I would picture Curtis in his room and saying good morning to me when I woke up and made my way toward the bathroom. I wanted nothing more to see my mother’s face and feel her embrace. I wanted to hear her voice and her normal greeting of “Good morning mini me.”

My brother was the spitting image of my father and when my mother called me “Mini me” it would make me feel sad. She was so beautiful with her light blue eyes, blond hair and skinny frame and with my thick glasses and chubby frame I looked nothing like her. Uncle Andrew took it upon himself to take me to school every morning. My father was becoming more distant and instead of drinking only at night he was starting to drink during the day as well. It started solely on the weekends, but he had begun drinking in the middle of the day as well.

Kids weren’t teasing me as they usually did but after a little after the first month of school it started up again. Being called Halie hippo was becoming more frequent as were kids calling me freak, chubby wubby and four eyed freak among other things. It was a about three months after the passing of my mother and brother when I witnessed something that I’ve never seen before and have yet to see to this day. My father sat at the kitchen table on a Friday night after work drinking beer after beer and drinking shot after shot of liquor. My Uncle Andrew walked into the house and looked at me as I sat on the couch.

“Kiddo, go to your room.”

I was puzzled and asked “Why, Uncle Andrew?”

He looked at me with a look of anger I had never seen in him before and said, “Go to your room now!”

I arose from the couch and made my way half way up the stairs but instead of going to my room as Uncle Andrew had told me to I sat on the middle of the steps and peered over the railing so that I could see somewhat see my father and Uncle Andrew walked toward him.

My Uncle Andrew began “Surprise, surprise to find you here drinking yet again!” My father said nothing as he took another sip of beer.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Uncle Andrew screamed out. My father again didn’t respond.

“Listen Lee, I’m getting tired of doing half your fucking work and being more of a father to Halie than you are. You’re not going to find the answer why at the bottom of a beer can or at the bottom of a bottle. I love my sister and I love Curtis and I can’t tell you that I know what it feels like to lose my wife and my son. I’m grieving and I know you’re grieving but turning yourself into a drunk is not going to make things better. You know who else is grieving? Hailee! You may have lost your son and wife but she lost her brother and her mother. Her fucking mother Lee. She needs you! Instead of being here for your daughter you rather drink yourself into oblivion? You need to be a fucking father and think about someone other than yourself, Lee! If I have to beat some fucking sense into you I will!” he yelled out as he grabbed the bottle of liquor and threw it against the floor as it the bottle shattered. Uncle Andrew balled both of his fists and yelled out “So what’s it going to be. Are you going to snap out of it or do I have to make you snap out of it?” as he breathed heavily in anger.

I wanted to run into the kitchen and scream stop but instead I sat there on the stairs with my heart pounding a mile a second.

My father arose from his seat, looked at Uncle Andrew and said, “I don’t know what to do Andrew” as he started to cry.

Instead of Uncle Andrew striking him as I feared Uncle Andrew hugged him and said, “I know man, I know” as he held my father as he cried on my uncle’s shoulder.

The next morning, I awoke to my father sitting on my bed. He looked at me with said eyes as I sat up in bed.

“I’m so sorry, double m!” he cried as he hugged me.

My father always called me double m as in my mother called me her “mini me.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been here for you. I’m sorry that I’ve been drinking so much. I’m sorry that I’ve been a shitty father!” he cried as he hugged me more tightly.

“It’s okay dad” I replied as I cried.

He looked at me and said “Thank you but I know it’s not. I promise that I will get myself together and be the father you’ve always known me to be.”

My father never broke a promise to me and that fact remains. As the days and months went on he was the father I had always known. He was caring, loving and affectionate. However, I would be lying if I said he was the same person that I had known him to be. He was no longer as happy and it seemed as the sparkle in his eyes were gone. There was sadness about him and he walked differently. He was no longer the confident man with a swagger. We grew closer and closer and we spoke about almost everything except for the bullying I suffered from at school. With my mom no longer alive, Sabrina’s mother no longer came to our house which meant Sabrina wasn’t at her side.

As the years went on me and Sabrina started to drift apart. By the time we were in high school I was non-existent to Sabrina. Even worse she was now best friends with Taylor Shaw, the meanest of mean girls and the queen bee of Highland High. Worst of all was that Sabrina now joined in with everyone else with calling me Hallie hippo and freak. She was my best friend and knew what I had gone through but her popularity was the most important thing to her. She was pretty and slim. Taylor was the prettiest girl in school and the most popular. I was at five feet seven inches tall, at minimum eighty pounds overweight, wore thick glasses, and dressed to cover up my body. I took to pulling my hair into a pony tail through the back of a baseball cap so that I could cover my view with the brim of my hat. I rarely made eye contact with anyone and had a habit of looking down as I walked so I couldn’t see people making fun of me.

During my sophomore year of high school, I was at lunch when Sabrina, Taylor and a few other girls began to bully me as I sat and tried to eat my lunch. The verbal abuse started with Taylor saying, “Hey Hallie hippo don’t you think you eat enough?”

She continued “Is it true that if the sun bounces of those glasses of yours that you could burn down a house?”

The girls started to laugh at me as Sabrina looked at me and said, “Do you still see dead people?”

She knew that it was close enough to the anniversary of the death of my mother and brother that her words would cut me like a knife and they did. I arose from the table and ran out the lunchroom and out of the school crying. I didn’t care that I had three classes left. I ran home, into the house and into my bedroom and cried into my pillow. I didn’t realize my father was at home. 1

He opened the door to my room and yelled out “Why aren’t you in school?!”

I removed my face from the pillow and looked at him with tears streaming down my face.

“What’s wrong double m?” he asked with concern in his voice.

I screamed out “Stop calling me double m, dad! I look nothing like mom! She was beautiful and I’m me!” as I continued to cry.

My father hugged me and said “Of course you do sweetheart. You’re even more beautiful then mom, honey.”

I rolled my eyes and said “Of course you’d say that. You’re my dad.”

My father said in a sincere voice “I wouldn’t lie to you honey. Your even more beautiful than mom. I see it, Uncle Andrew sees it, grandma and grandpa see it, you just have to see it. I’ll forget about you cutting class if you join me for some ice cream.”

I became enraged “Ice cream? Ice cream? Yeah, give the fat girl some more stuff to eat, right?!”

My father said “I just thought ice cream would make you feel better. Besides you’re not fat” he replied.

I looked at him with anger in my eyes and said, “I thought you just said you wouldn’t lie to me?”

My father looked puzzled and replied, “I’m not lying double m.”

I rolled my eyes again and said, “Well if you’re not lying to me than you’re okay that I’m the reason mom and Curtis died, right?”

My father stood up and said “What?”

I quickly went on a tirade. “If I wasn’t sick we would all have gone to the mall. If we all went to the mall mom would have went shopping with me and you would have gone with Curtis. If we were all there together mom and Curtis wouldn’t have been at that intersection and would never have been hit. They would be alive if it wasn’t for me!” I cried out in pain.

My father looked at me and asked, “How long have you felt this way?” he asked with his voice quivering.

I cried out and replied, “Since the day it happened!” My father sat on my bed and took hold of my hands.

“Double m, it’s not your fault. It happened because it happened. Believe me, it took me a long time to realize it and you need to realize it. It’s easy to think about what if’s. What if this or what if that but the truth of the matter is that if we all went we could have all wound up dead. If I went shopping with Curtis we would have been done in no time. We would have found you and your mom and followed you both around and complained like we always did that it was taking too long. We would have all left at the same exact time and the same exact thing would have happened. Maybe we would have all died but more likely is that they still die and me and you survived. They died for a reason. I don’t know what the reason was but it was meant for them to go and for me and you to be together sweetheart. Just know that it’s not your fault any more than it was my fault or Uncle Andrew’s fault for dragging me out the night before. It’s not your fault, it’s not your fault” my father told me as he cried and embraced me in a tight hug.

Thinking back, I don’t know why I had never spoken to him about how I blamed myself but knowing that he didn’t made it feel as if a huge weight had been lifted off me. We cried and held each other as I asked, “Ice cream?”

My high school life was pretty much the same as my life in junior high school. I was made fun of, bullied and the direct opposite of Taylor Shaw. She was popular, pretty and confident. I was just Hallie Hippo. Instead of going out to parties and being asked on dates I stayed in my house, watched old movies and sang along to the music I listened to. I loved watching old movies where the beautiful actress would sing and dance. I would picture myself as the leading lady in those movies and wished that someone would notice me in a way other than Hallie Hippo. I never received a rose on Valentine’s day. Instead I would watch all the pretty girls get rose after rose as I wished someone would see me in the same light they saw those girls.

My Uncle Andrew and father always tried to get me out the house but there was no point. Had I ever been invited to a party it would have been so I could be made fun of. It was summer break between my sophomore and junior year of high school when I finally saw the for-sale sign come down from the lawn of the house next to mine. It was close to the fourth of July when I was home alone and observed a giant moving truck pass my house and pull to the curb outside the big house with the huge inground pool in the backyard.  I wondered who was moving in next door but went inside to get a soda and a bag of chips and sat on the couch watching television. As I sat watching television and eating chips I saw a woman approaching my front door through the window in my living room when I heard a knock at the door. I opened the door to see a beautiful tall woman. She was around five-feet ten and somewhere in her late thirties or early forties. She had luxurious long blond hair and light blue eyes.

She smiled at me and said “Hi, I’m Ella Butler, your new next-door neighbor. I just wanted to come by, say hello and introduce myself.”

I smiled back and said “Hi, I’m Hailee Anderson.”

She smiled at me with a big beautiful bright smile and said “Nice to meet you Hailee. Are your parent’s home?” 

I replied “It’s just me and my dad. He’s at work right now.”

Ella replied “Well it was nice meeting you. Would you let your father know I stopped by to say hello?”

I smiled back and said “Of course” as Ella asked, “Do you go to Highland High School?”

I shook my head yes and replied, “I’m going into my junior year.”

Her eyes opened wide and she excitedly replied “So is my daughter, Brooke. She’s at her father’s in Los Angeles but she’ll be here tonight. Please stop by tomorrow, around noon, so I can introduce you. It’s great that she’ll make a friend before school starts.”

I nervously replied “Okay” as she walked away and to her home. I thought if she looked the way she did what does her daughter look like and why would she ever want to hang out with me?

The following day noon came and went as I nervously paced around the house. Around twelve fifteen I figured I should get it over with and went next door. I rang the doorbell as Ella opened the door and said “Hallie! Please come in. Brooke is outside by the pool. Can I get you anything?”

I replied, “No I’m fine, thank you” as I was walked through the big house and outside to the backyard.

“Brooke, this is Hallie, the girl I told you about” Ella said.

As I stood there a beautiful girl in a bikini arose from a beach chair, almost in slow motion. As she walked toward me she removed the sunglasses she was wearing and placed them on the top of her head. She stood around five-feet six. She had the same beautiful long blonde hair and beautiful blue eyes of her mother. She was tone and fit. I could see the muscles in her stomach as she walked. I swallowed hard and thought to myself “Watch out Taylor Shaw. They’re may soon be a new queen bee at Highland High.” A terrifying thought than popped into my head. What if Brooke joined Taylor’s posse? What if I was meeting my newest bully.

Slow motion stopped as Brooke said “Hey, I’m Brooke, nice to meet you Hallie.”

“Nice to meet you” I nervously replied.

Ella said “I’ll be inside if you need me sweetie. Let me know if you need anything” to Brooke as she smiled at me and went back inside the house.

Brooke walked away from me and sat back down in the chair and said, “This fucking blows!”

I nervously walked toward her and asked, “What blows?”

She lowered her sunglasses and said “Being in Arizona. I’m here in Arizona and all my family, my best friend and my teammates are in Los Angeles.”

I looked down as I spoke “Teammates?”

She removed her sunglasses and laid them next to her chair. “Yeah, I run track. How’s the track team?” she asked.

I replied “Terrible.”

Her face with a look of disappointment sarcastically said “Fantastic” and continued “Los Angeles can be hot but holy shit Arizona is hot. I need to get into the pool. Why don’t you go change and hang out with me in the pool?”

I nervously replied “Really?”

She looked confused and said, “I’ll go with you” as she arose, and we walked to my house and into my bedroom. I grabbed my bathing suit and a long tee shirt from my drawer as Brooke looked around my room and noticed the poster hanging on my wall.

“You like Alessandra Garcia?” she asked.

I became excited and said “Do I ever! I love her and her music. It really speaks to me” I said confidently.

She shook her head in an up and down motion and said “So do I. Her last album was amazing. The first time I heard “True Love” I cried.”

I smiled and said, “So did I!”

She smiled at me as she sat on my bed and I left to change. I returned in my bathing suite with the long tee shirt covering my body.

Brooke looked at me and said, “That’s your bathing suit?”

I replied “Yeah” as she shrugged her shoulders and we returned to her house and into the pool.

“I can’t believe I’m living in Arizona!” she exclaimed.

“Why did you move?” I asked.

She frowned and said “My dad is a great father but what a shitty husband. My mother finally got fed up with his lying and cheating and they divorced three years ago. It’s weird but he has some sort of weird hold over her. My mom is a real estate investor and loves the market here. She told me she needed a new start and to get away from my dad. She even offered to let me live with him but I couldn’t. Don’t get me wrong I love him but I’m pissed at him. If he cheated once than maybe I would okay with it but to continuously cheat on my mom is fucking ridiculous. There is no way any skank he fucked is hotter than my mom, fucking impossible. As much as it sucks to leave everything behind in Los Angeles it would be worse to be without my mom. She just as much my friend as she is my mom and I can’t be without her so here I am.”

I looked down and said, “That’s sweet.”

Brooke smiled at me and asked “What’s the deal with your mom? My mom told me that it’s just you and your dad.”

I became sad and said, “My mom and brother were killed in a car accident seven years ago.”

Brooke became teary eyed and said, “I’m so sorry” as I gave a short quick smile.

“Enough about me, tell me about you Highland” she excitedly said.

I replied “It’s a great school. I seriously doubt you could get a better education anywhere else. The teachers really care about you and you can get help with any subject your having trouble with without a problem.”

She stared at me and said, “Fascinating but I meant about the shit that matters like who are the cool people, how are the parties and shit like that.”

I was so nervous my body started to shake. “Cool people? That would be, Sabrina Bruno and Taylor Shaw. Taylor is the most popular girl in school. She throws all the big parties and dates James Walters. She’s head cheerleader and runs track and he’s the captain of the basketball team and football team.”

She replied “Cool.”

We spent the afternoon in the pool and talked for hours. I was worried that she was a mean girl but she was sweet. I wondered if it were an act. I didn’t see Brooke for a few days until I was sitting in my living room watching television when I heard a knock on my door. It was Brooke.

“I need clothes. You’re coming with me to the mall” she told me.

I was terrified of going to the mall. What if Sabrina and Taylor were there and saw me? “Nah, I don’t feel like going to the mall. Thanks for asking though” I replied.

She stared at me for a moment and said, “I wasn’t asking Hallie” as she grabbed me by my right hand and walked me out of the house.

“Brooke, I said I’m not going!” I exclaimed.

She rolled her eyes and said “Like I give a shit. I don’t want to get lost in the mall and you know your way around. I need clothes and you’ll be my guide.”

I relented and let her pull me to her car. As we made our way to the mall her cell phone rang. She answered the call and yelled out “Angie!” as the person apparently named Angie yelled back “Come home. I fucking miss you too much already!”

Brooke replied “Can’t but wish I could. Arizona is too fucking hot!” as they continued to speak. “Say Hi to Angie, Hailee” Brooke told me as I shyly responded, “Hi Angie.”

They spoke up until we arrived at the mall, said they loved each other and ended the call.

“That was my BFF” she sadly said as we left the car and into the mall.

I was scared. I was on the lookout for Taylor and Sabrina the entire time. We went into a clothing store as Brooke excitedly grabbed outfit after outfit. She looked at me and said, “Tell me how I look” as she ran into the dressing room and I followed behind sitting on a bench outside of her stall.

As she exited the stall every time the answer was “Awesome” after seeing her in each outfit. After she purchased over five hundred dollars, worth of clothes, she asked me “Why did you say awesome after every outfit?”

I looked down and said “You looked awesome every time. I don’t think it’s possible for you not to look good in anything. You could be a model.”

She laughed and replied, “It’s my curse.”

I replied, “Must suck” as she laughed again.

On the drive home, her cell phone rang again but unlike before she said “Fuck!” as she answered the call.  

“Brooke, I love you. I don’t care that you’re in Arizona! We can make it work!” the boy on the phone exclaimed.

“Chad we’ve been over this before and this is the last time I’m going over this. You’re in Los Angeles, I’m in Arizona. We’re in high school and you’ll meet someone else. I know I’ll meet someone else and we’ll both be okay and go on with our lives. I’m sorry but that’s the way it is. Goodbye Chad!” she exclaimed as she ended the call and yelled out “Fuck!”

I looked at her as she smiled and said “Ex-boyfriend. He’s cute and all but I really wasn’t that in to him anyway. I broke up with him before I moved and he’s fucking devastated. Not that I can blame him but I have no interest in a long-distance relationship with someone I’m probably never going to see again.” She looked at me and asked “Boyfriend?” as I shook my head no.

A few weeks had gone by and it seemed as if Brooke and my dad kept missing each other. He was busier than usual as his business was growing and he was having trouble keeping up. One day as Brooke and I were returning from the movies Brooke screamed out “Holy shit! That guy is fucking hot!”

I looked out the window to see my Dad exiting his car across the street from our house.

“He’s so handsome and look at his fucking muscles! He’s so tall!” As Brooke stopped the car.

I looked around and noticed my father was the only possible person she could be talking about as he was the only one who was outside.

“My dad?” I asked out loud.

Brooke looked at me and said “That’s your dad? Wow your dad is hot!”

I was shocked and said loudly “No he’s not he’s my dad!”

She was excited and asked, “Does he have a girlfriend?”

I was getting angry and replied “No he doesn’t. In fact, he still wears his wedding ring. He said he won’t take it off until he meets someone who makes he feel the way he felt about my mom.”

Brooke looked at me and said “That’s so romantic. So, help me God that ring is coming off!”

I was angry and yelled out “Don’t you think you’re a bit too young for him?!”

With her mouth wide open she looked at me and said “Not for me you freak, for my mom. She hasn’t dated anyone since she divorced my dad.”

When the word “freak” come out of Brooke’s mouth I became nervous and a sick feeling came over me. I quickly opened my door and jumped out of the car.

Brooke got out of the car and asked, “Are you okay?”

I took a deep breath and replied “I’m fine. Oh yeah, my dad. He owns his own pool maintenance and installation company. My Uncle Andrew works with him and he hasn’t dated anyone that I know of.”

Brooke was excited and yelled out “Perfect! Introduce me now!”

I walked into my house and said “Dad, come meet Brooke.”

My dad walked over and said, “Hi Brooke, nice to meet you.”

Brook smiled with a huge smile and said, “Nice to meet you Mr. Anderson.”

My father replied, “Please call me Lee” as Brooke nodded.

My father went into the fridge when Brooke whispered into my ear “Ask him what he’s doing tonight!” 

I did what she told me when my father replied “Nothing. Andrew wants me to go out with him and Bonnie tonight but to be honest I sick of being the third wheel. I think I’m just going to watch a movie or something.”

Brooke mischievously smiled and said “Lee, my mom wants you to come over to my house for dinner tonight. Since you don’t have plans let’s say around 7PM?”

My father poked his head out from the fridge and replied “Really? Okay.”

Brooke said, “Great Lee, see you tonight!” as she grabbed my hand and walked me outside.

She looked at me with a look of a crazy person and asked, “What’s your dad like to eat?”

I thought for a moment and replied, “He’s pretty simple, a steak and potatoes type of guy.”

Brooke clapped her hands together in excitement as she walked me into the house and yelled out “Mom! I hope you don’t mind but I invited Mr. Anderson over for dinner tonight. He’ll be here at 7PM!”

Ella came running into the living room and exclaimed “Brooke, why would you invite him to dinner without talking to me first?! You know I could have plans!”

Brooke laughed and replied “Plans? You can drink a glass of wine and read a book anytime you want. Besides it would be nice to have a family type of dinner. I really miss it.”

Ella frowned and said, “Okay but I have no idea what to make.”

Brooke smiled mischievously again and said “I could go for a good steak with mixed veggies. Why don’t you grill a few steak’s?”

Ella smiled and said “Sure.”

Brooked grabbed my hand and walked me outside to the backyard and yelled out with glee.

“Brooke, what are you doing?” I asked.

Brooke smiled at me and said “Playing matchmaker. My mother is hot and your dad is hot. Put them together and its fire. Besides what’s the worst that could happen, a few orgasms?”

I didn’t say a word as Brooke said, “See you tonight.”

I was nervous as I walked to the front door of Brooke’s house. My father asked me numerous times before we arrived “What does Ella look like?” Each time I would just say “Pretty.”

I rang the bell and after a few second the door opened, and Ella stood there. Ella and my father’s eye’s locked. I looked at my father and looked at Ella. I looked at Ella and looked at my father. They stood there in silence for almost a minute when the silence was finally broken as Ella said “Lee, it’s so nice to finally meet you. We lived next door to each other for almost a month and we’ve never met. Please come in.”

She seemed nervous but so did my father. As we walked inside Ella said, “I hope steaks are okay.”

My father smiled and nervously replied “I was thinking about grilling a few steaks tonight.”

Brooke looked at me with a devilish grin and said silently so I could read her lips “Interesting.” As we sat at the dining room table Brooke opened a bottle of wine and poured two glasses. She gave one to my father and one to her mother. We all ate our meals in silence until Brooke said “Mom, you do real estate investing and Lee owns his own pool company. Wouldn’t adding pools to a few of your real estate flips make houses easier to sell?”

Ella smiled and said, “It actually would” as the silence was permanently broken and they each talked as if they both had diarrhea of the mouth. When we all finished dinner, Ella said “Lee, would you want to join me outside?” as my father looked at me and then looked at Ella and said “Absolutely.” They both arose and went out to the backyard.

Brooke looked at me and said “I should so this for a fucking living. They’re into each other” as she opened another bottle of wine and two glasses and went outside. She returned, grabbed my hands and started jumping up and down. She threw herself onto the couch and turned on the television.

“You know we could wind up being sisters. Wouldn’t that be cool?” Brooke asked.

I shook my head yes. At that moment as I looked at Brooke I realized how much I missed having a friend. I felt like I did when I was with Sabrina when I was a kid. We sat there watching television for a few hours when my father walked into the room and said “Double m, I’m heading home. Brooke, have a good night” as he walked out of the house. About a minute later Ella walked into the living room, not realizing I was there and yelled out “Brooke! The next time you want to play match maker you better come to me and ask how I feel about it before you do it. Lee told me that I invited him to dinner not you!”

I was scared and nervous, but Brooke wasn’t. “Sorry mom, it won’t happen again. I thought that you might like Lee. Sorry it didn’t work out.”

Ella responded “I didn’t say that it didn’t work out. All I said was………. Thank you. I’m going to take a shower” as she exited the living room and went up the stairs.

“She’s going to rub something now” Brooke said.

I didn’t understand what she was talking about as I replied “Great, I’m going home now.” When I walked to my house I opened the door and went into the living room. My father was pacing around the kitchen. He was on his phone.

“She’s sweet, smart, educated and oh so sexy. I think I’m going to ask her out” I heard him say into his phone. He looked at me and said, “Have to go” as he ended the call.

I asked, “Who was that?” as he replied “Andrew.” My father nervously asked, “Would you be okay if I went on a date?”

I smiled at my father and said, “I would have been okay years ago.”

He told me he loved me and said he was going to take a shower. I wondered if he was going to rub something like Brooke said her mother was going to.

For the entire summer Brooke and I were always together. She watched old movies with me, we went shopping, out to eat and other things we had fun doing. I even started talking to Angie on the phone. I found it weird that I had gone years without a friend and now had a friend next door to me as well as one I never met in Los Angeles. For the first time in a long time I was happy and so was my father. My father and Ella were starting to date each other and things were going great. They even went on double dates with Uncle Andrew and his girlfriend, Bonnie. Before I knew it, summer was coming to an end and the start of the new school year was a few days away. All summer long when Brooke as about parties and hanging out with other people, like Taylor I always had an excuse. The day before the start of the school year as Brooke and I sat in my room looking at magazines I was petrified. Brooke was about to learn my secret. I was one night of sleep away from Brooke learning that I was Hallie Hippo, the most unpopular girl in school.

Right before Brooke left my house I looked at her and said “I want you to know how much fun I’ve had hanging out with you this summer. I’ll understand if things are different between us after tomorrow.”

She looked at me with a confused face and said, “Is there something I should know?” as I shook my head no.

That night I didn’t sleep for a second. I had visions of pointing fingers, laughter and kept hearing Hallie Hippo play over and again in my head. I didn’t have one class with Brooke and we had different home rooms. The only period that we had together was lunch. My mind raced with ways to avoid Brooke seeing me humiliated. In the morning, I got dressed and put on my glasses and trusty baseball cap.

Brooke looked at me and asked, “That’s what you’re wearing to school?” as I nodded my head and she shrugged her shoulders.

We drove to school in Brooke’s car. When we got to school I built up the courage to deal with what was about to happen. The only thing was that as we walked nothing what had imagined happened. I forgot that Brooke was the new girl and she was beautiful. She was wearing a pair of short shorts and a tight-fitting tee shirt with her sunglasses sitting on top of head. I was invisible for the first time in my life. Boys were drooling at her and girls’ mouths opened wide as she walked by. A few girls even punched their boyfriends and stormed off as the ogled Brooke.

As we entered the school I quickly parted ways and said, “See you later” as I made my way to homeroom. I had lunch in the library during optional study hall and waited until the school was practically empty before I made my outside to find an angry Brooke.

“What the fuck Hallie!? It’s my first day at a new school and you fucking avoid me? Your supposed to be my friend yet I found myself walking around the school like an idiot trying to find my way around!” she said with anger.

I replied, “I’m sorry I sort of forgot that it was your first day.”

I could tell that Brooke wasn’t buying my answer, but she said nothing as we got into her car and drove home. When she got out of the car, she slammed her door and quickly went into her house, leaving me sitting inside. I thought she’s mad but at least she doesn’t know.  I managed to do the same thing for the next three days. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep it up, but I just wanted to get to Friday.

As we drove to school together Brooke looked at me and asked “Are you ashamed of me or something? I know when someone is avoiding me and you’re avoiding me. Did I do something wrong?”

I didn’t say a word as I exited her car and quickly went into the school. It was my last class before lunch. I had had planned to eat alone once again in the library during study hall. To my surprise, Brooke was waiting for me outside of the classroom. She grabbed me by my hand and dragged me toward the lunchroom.

“I’m tired of eating alone and being stared at! You are eating lunch with me today. If you don’t find your own way home!” she exclaimed.

I didn’t realize that by avoiding Brooke at school that I could jeopardize our friendship. I prepared myself for what was about to happen and allowed Brooke to drag me to the cafeteria. We sat at an empty table and began to eat our lunch. As the cafeteria filled I could feel eyes on me like laser beams. I knew that people were looking at Brooke but they were also looking because I was eating lunch with her. I was nervous and felt sick to my stomach as my worst nightmare became reality as Taylor, Sabrina and the posse made their way toward Brooke and me. I wanted to run and wished I was invisible, but I built the courage to sit there and take what was about to happen.

Taylor looked at Brooke and said, “Why are you having lunch with this loser?”

Sabrina looked at me and said, “Eat up Hallie Hippo!” as the posse laughed.

The cafeteria was full, and everyone was staring at us. Brooke looked at me with her mouth wide open and a look of shock on her face.

I tried to get up, but Brooke put her arm around my neck and asked, “What the fuck did you both say?”

Taylor laughed and said, “I said what are you doing eating with this loser and I believe that Sabrina said eat up Hallie Hippo! Beside we were talking to her not you!”

Brooke removed her arm from around my neck and slammed her hands onto the table. “If you’re talking to her you’re talking to me!” she exclaimed as the room became silent.

Sabrina said “Look new girl likes the fat girl. Do you see dead people too?” and laughed.

Brooke arose from her seat and yelled out and used the c word. “Listen you fucking cunt, say another word and someone is going to have to remove my foot from your ass! I don’t know maybe you’d like it you whore!” she said with anger. The room erupted in OH’s and AH’s.

Taylor looked at Brooke with furious eyes and yelled back “What the fuck did you just say to her?!”

Brooke said nothing as she grabbed the yogurt she was eating and threw it at Taylor hitting her in the chin with the yogurt exploding onto Taylor.

The entire room erupted in laughter as Taylor screamed “You fucking bitch!” and ran off with Sabrina and the posse trailing behind her. Brooke looked at me in anger and stormed out of the cafeteria.

I couldn’t concentrate in my classes for the rest of the day. Brooke protected me yet she walked away from me with such anger. I worried that we would no longer be friends. I nervously walked the hallways at the end of the school day with my baseball cap pulled tightly down so that the brim rested on my glasses. I exited the school into the parking lot where I found Brooke sitting on the hood of her car. I walked toward her and smiled but she sat there stone faced. She got off the hood, entered the car and started the engine. I stood in front of her car not knowing what to do. She pointed at me through the windshield and pointed to the passenger seat. I nervously entered her car as we drove home in silence. She didn’t put the radio on and didn’t say a word to me. She didn’t even look in my direction. She pulled the car into her driveway, put the car in park and tuned off the engine. We sat there in an uncomfortable silence.

I couldn’t take the silence any longer and said “Brooke I’m sorry I ruined your summer. Thank you for standing up to for me today. I guess I’ll see you around?”

Brooke looked at me with anger on her face and said “You didn’t ruin my summer. I like hanging out with you. I’m super pissed that you didn’t tell me about how those bitches treated you but I’m beyond angry that you didn’t stand up for yourself! How you could let them treat you that way and not even say a fucking word?!”

She was right. I became upset and I could feel my eyes getting watery. “Brooke, I don’t know how” I said trying to fight back tears.

Brooke looked at me and realized that I was starting to cry. She asked me with a concerned voice “How long has this been going on?”

I looked down at me feet and said “Since forever. Since before my mom and brother died. Curtis would protect me and after they died it stopped for a little while. Then it got worse and I was grieving so much I didn’t care anymore. Curtis wasn’t with me anymore so I just took it and took it. I’m not perfect like you Brooke!” as I started to cry uncontrollably.

Brooke reached over and hugged me. “I’m so sorry Hallie” Brooke told me as she hugged me more tightly. When she let go of me I could see tears in her eyes.

“I’m far from perfect” she said as she told me to come with her.

We exited the car and went into her house. We walked up the stairs and into her bedroom. Although it was the first time I had ever been in her room I never wondered why. I looked around the room. There were posters of famous women track stars on the walls. Her bed was huge and there was a large dresser with pictures on them. Above her bed were pictures of Brooke with a pretty girl with dark brown hair and light brown eyes, pictures of her with a man and pictures of her with a cute boy. Brooke looked at me and said, “That’s Angie, that’s my dad and that’s Chad.”

There were pictures of her with her track team and pictures of her with much older people who I assumed to be her grandparents. There were also pictures of her and Angie with large groups of people.

Brooke looked at me and said “Perfect? I don’t think so. I’ve spent so many nights laying on the bed, looking at the pictures on that wall and cried myself to sleep so many times that I’ve lost count. I miss Los Angeles so much. Everyone is still there except for me. I miss Chad so fucking much that it’s eating me alive. I don’t know who I am anymore. I’m sorry that I never invited you in here before, but I didn’t want you to think that I hated spending time with you.”

As I looked around the room I could see her point. It was if her bedroom was a place of mourning.

“Brooke, I wouldn’t have thought about us being friends any differently. I would have just thought that you missed home” I said with assurance.

She smiled at me and said, “I wouldn’t have thought about you any differently if you would have told me about being bullied” as we hugged. She looked at me and said, “I’m Curtis now. I promise you that no one will ever fuck with you again as long as I’m around!”

She was Curtis if Curtis was seven years older, looked like a runway model and was on steroids. People went from staring at me as they pointed, laughed and called me names to becoming me. As I walked with Brooke people no longer looked at me. They would look down at the floor. If anyone dared to say anything mean to me Brooke would threaten the person with bodily harm and even death. One time, Amy, a member of Taylor and Sabrina’s posses said that If I stopped eating I could live off my body fat for at least a year before I starved to death. Brooke grabbed her by her shirt, slammed her into a locker and told her how she would like to be the only girl in school who had to wear dentures. The mean girls were afraid of her but the boys were always drooling at her. In November, when track started, she crossed the threshold as the pretty, violent new girl to the hot track star that every boy in school wanted to date. Taylor and Brooke shared a deep hatred of one another. Brooke for the way that Taylor had always treated me and Taylor for her inability to beat Brooke on the track and for threatening her status as the queen bee of Highland. Brooke was becoming more and more popular with each passing day. Where Taylor used intimidation and fear to gain her status, Brooke was impeding on her territory by just being who she was. She was sweet, kind and caring. It didn’t matter how you looked, what you wore or if you were popular or not.

It was now December and winter break was coming up. Ella and my father were still dating and it was getting serious. I would often come home to find them kissing and or cuddling on the couch in the living room. I don’t know why it took me so long to notice but my father was no longer wearing his wedding ring. I knew what it meant but I felt funny asking him when he took it off so I didn’t. It was a Saturday morning. My dad was running around with Uncle Andrew and I was home alone. I sat in bed, with my earbuds on singing along to the music with my eyes closed for a few songs. I opened my eyes and became startled when I saw Brooke standing in my doorway with a look of amazement on her face. I pulled the earbuds from my ears and asked, “How long have you been standing there?”

Brooke looked at me with her eyes opened wide and said, “Long enough to know that you’re amazing.”

I was confused and said, “Amazing at what?”

She yelled out “Singing. You’re amazing. Look at my arms I have goose bumps.” She walked over to me and I could see the goose bumps on her arms.

“What?” I asked.

“I just listened to you sing two songs acapella and it was amazing. You should go to Juilliard or somewhere” she said with admiration.

I thought she was insane, and I wanted to change the subject, so I asked, “How did you get in?”

She rolled her eyes and said, “The front door was unlocked so I let myself in.” She became excited and said, “I have news. Angie is coming to visit during winter break!”

I became excited. I had talked to her so much on the phone and had seen so many pictures of her that I considered her a friend already but never thought we would meet. On the day of Angie’s arrival, a couple days after Christmas, Brooke nervously paced around her living room while I sat on the couch. When the cab pulled up to the front of the house Brooke screamed out “She’s here!” as she bolted from the living room, through the front door and out to the front of the house as Angie stepped out of the cab.

Angie saw Brooke running toward her and ran toward Brooke. Angie jumped in the air and into Brooke’s arms as Brooke held her up momentarily but Angie’s momentum resulted in the them both falling to the ground as the both laughed and hugged. As they arose to their feet it seemed as if time was moving in slow motion. I fixated on Angie as she began to arise. She was gorgeous, much prettier than I thought she would be based on her pictures. She was as fit and as tone as Brooke. She had straight brown hair that ended just past her shoulders and light brown eyes. As they both walked toward me in slow motion I saw Angie’s lips begin to move in slow motion and it felt as if my heart stopped beating. I felt a bit dizzy and light headed as I soon snapped back to reality.

Angie yelled out “Hallie!” and gave me a huge hug. “It’s so nice to finally meet you in person” she said as she hugged me again and I hugged her back. The car driver rolled her bag to the front of the house as Brooke grabbed it and walked into the house with Angie and me in tow.

Spending time with Brooke and Angie was great. It made me think back to when I was a child and would hang out with Sabrina and Curtis. It had been so long that I had such a feeling of content that I had forgotten what it was like. Angie was in town for only three days. We spent the first day lounging around the house as Brooke and Angie told me stories about fun times as me and Brooke told Angie stories about our school year. I couldn’t remember having so much fun. The days went by quickly. If there was anything that stood out the most from those three days it was when Angie was leaving for home. Brooke and Angie stood embraced in a tight hug as they both cried. When Angie left, Brooke hugged me tightly and cried on my shoulder as I held her. I have never felt so close to another person outside of my family in my life. I made me feel good that I could be there for her in her time of need as she has been for me as my protector.

It was Valentine’s day and we were at school. For the first time, I received roses. They were from Brooke and I received seven roses in total, one rose for each month of our friendship. It made me happy but also a bit bad as I had only sent her one, not that it mattered to Brooke. She must have received so many roses that if put together into dozens she may have had well over ten. To my shock she threw them into a dumpster in the parking lot as we left school that day, keeping only one. We went into Brooke’s room straight from school as Brooke threw herself onto the bed.

“Why did you throw those roses out?” I asked.

Brooke looked at me with sad eyes and said “The only person that gave me a rose that cares about me is you. Besides I wish those roses came from Chad.”

I was beyond confused and asked, “If Chad means that so much to you why did you dump him?”

She looked at me and said “He’s over five hours away in Los Angeles and I’m here in Arizona. All I did was speed up the inevitable. There was no way that it could work between us being so far apart.”

I was sad for her and asked, “When was the last time you spoke to him?”

She had tears in her eyes and said “A little over a month ago. He said he hated me for breaking his heart and I would regret not giving us a chance. He told me he never wanted to speak to me again and that it would be the last time I ever heard his voice” she finished telling me as tears ran down her face. “I still love him but he’s moved on. He’s dating Stephanie Daniels as of two weeks ago” she said sadly. She began removing his pictures from her wall and said, “Love sucks.”

A few days later I was worried when Brooke was late for us leaving at our normal time for school. She called me and sounded terrible. She had the flu and wouldn’t be at school for a few days. My father drove me to school the first day. As I walked through the halls of the school my old reality now became my reality once again. It had been months since I was called a name and made fun of.

Taylor saw me and said, “Hey chubby wubby where’s your guard dog?” as Sabrina followed up by saying “She probably ate her” and laughed.

I reached up to grab my trusty baseball cap when I realized that I wasn’t wearing it. I couldn’t remember the last time I did wear it. As I walked the halls the pointing and name calling continued. I was called fatso, four eyed freak, nerd girl and worse. At the end of the day I ran into the bathroom and cried until I thought it was safe to come out. As I walked through the hallway and out of the school I realized that nothing had changed for me. People still saw me the way they always had and there was no changing it. They only stopped because of Brooke. Without Brooke by my side I was instantly back to Hallie Hippo. I cried as I walked home, into my house and into my bedroom. I locked the door behind me and cried on my bed. I didn’t want to bother Brooke since she was so sick so we only texted each other for the week that she was out sick. She didn’t want to pass the flu to me and I didn’t want her to know that nothing had changed for me.  

On Saturday morning Brooke came over to find my laying in bed. She told me to get up and I replied “I’m too fat to get out of bed.”

She looked angry and screamed out “What?!”

I told her what happened to me while she was out sick from school. I told her how the name calling, the pointing and the laughter started again as if by the snap of a finger with the snap of a finger being that she wasn’t there to protect me. “Why can’t I be like you?!” I screamed out.

She looked puzzled and asked, “Why would you want to be like me?”

I screamed out “You’re popular and fearless and just look at you. Your beautiful and I’m just Hallie the fucking Hippo. I want to look the way you do. I want to be popular and when I walk I want people to wish they looked like me and wanted to be with me. I want to be asked out on dates. I want to be invited to parties. I can’t though because you’re you and I’m just fat ugly me!”

Brooke sat on my bed and started to stare at the picture of my mother that stood on my night stand. She looked at the picture and looked at me. She went back and forth between me and the picture for what seemed like forever. She grabbed the picture from my nightstand and grabbed my hand. She practically dragged me from out of my bed and led me to the bathroom. She placed the picture of my mother on the bathroom counter and stood behind me as I looked at my reflection in the mirror with Brooke standing behind me. She started contorting my face and pulling my chubby cheeks backward.

“Holy shit! You look just like her!” Brooke exclaimed.

“Brooke, stop. I look nothing like her. She’s beautiful and I’m fat and ugly me” I replied with sadness.

Brooke spun me around and said “Look at me! You are your mother’s daughter the same way that I’m my mother’s daughter. Your mom was a hottie and so are you!”

My father had always told me that I looked like my mother, but I thought he was lying to make me feel better about myself. I felt that Brooke was doing the same thing.

“Brooke if you’re my friend than why would you lie to me like this?” I asked sadly.

She became angry and said “I’m not lying! Why would you want to look like me when you look like her?! Did you mean everything you just told me?” she asked as I shook my head yes.

“If you’re serious about wanting what you told me I will help you. I have only two conditions. The first is that you do exactly what I say. The second thing is that there’s no such word as quit. If you can live with those two conditions I will help you but I need you to say something and mean it.” She turned me around so that I was facing the mirror.

“I want you to say goodbye to Hallie hippo!” she commanded as I looked in the mirror and said, “Goodbye Hallie Hippo?”

Brooke yelled out “With conviction!”

I took a deep breath and yelled out “Goodbye Hallie Hippo!” as Brooke yelled again and I said the words again. We did this over and again for at least ten minutes.

Brooke smiled at me and said “Good, we start right now.”

We went to her house and into the bathroom on the first floor.

“Down to your bra and panties and get on the scale” she told me. I did what she said as the scale read two hundred three pounds.”

She looked at me and said, “You’re going to be a lean mean one hundred twenty.”

I looked at Brooke in horror as I said, “That’s eighty-three pounds Brooke!”

She smiled at me and said, “I know how to subtract Hallie. It would normally take around ten months to lose this much weight but you’re going to get there in seven, just in time for the start of senior year!”

I thought she was insane as I put my clothes on and followed Brooke to her kitchen. She grabbed two large garbage bags from the pantry closet and out the door and back to my house as I trailed behind her. At the kitchen table sat my Uncle Andrew, Bonnie, My father and Ella.

Brooke yelled out “Lee, Hallie is going to start training with me and I’m throwing out all the crap that’s not good for her.”

My father looked at me with a surprised look on his face and said “Sure, Brooke.”

She went through the fridge and took out every can and bottle of soda. She took out jars of dips and salsa’s. She proceeded to throw every item she removed into the garbage bag. She went through every cabinet throwing out my potato chips, candy, cookies and practically everything, filling both garbage bags to the brim.

“Lee, I need money” she said to my father.

My father took out his wallet and asked, “How much?”

“How much do you have?” she sarcastically asked.

My father counted his money and said, “A hundred thirty.”

Brooke smiled and said “Great, thanks Lee” as she grabbed the money from my father’s hand as my Uncle Andrew and Ella both burst out in laughter.

Brooke grabbed my hand and walked me to her car.

“Where are we going?” I asked as she replied “Grocery shopping. Our bodies are our temples. You’ve been treating your temple like shit so we’re going to fix that” she said proudly.

As we entered the grocery store she smiled and proclaimed, “No more chips, no more candy, no more soda no more shit in your temple.”

I was horrified and said, “So I can’t have anything that taste’s good anymore?”

She laughed out loud and replied “Things that are good for you taste good too. I wasn’t born with this body, it takes hard work to maintain it. I treat my body like the temple that it is and you’re going to do the same. I will be with you every step of they way. This is a sacrifice for me too you know? I have to up my calorie intact to make up for the amount we’re going to burn together.”

I was nervous and said, “I don’t know if I can do this.”

She smiled at me with a devilish grin and said, “We’ve started and there is no giving up.” She filled the cart with fish, chicken, lean cuts of pork. Fruits, vegetables and low-fat gelato. She spent every cent of my father’s money. We hung out for the rest of the day. When she left my house she said, “Tomorrow morning is the beginning of the end of Hallie Hippo!”

The next morning, Brooke opened my door and through a sweat suit and a pair of running sneakers on my bed. Her hair was pulled back in a pony tail and she wore a matching sweat suite. I put on the clothes. We exited the house as she made me so all sorts of stretches. She started jogging slowly as I started jogging slowly next to her. I was winded within minutes and wanted to stop but continued to jog. I was breathing heavy and my legs started to burn. My heart was racing, and I felt like my legs were going to give out, so I stopped.

“Brooke, I can’t do this” I said as I tried to catch my breath.

She looked at me in anger and said, “Can’t is another word for quit and the word quit does not exist!”

I was exhausted and said “Fine, I quit!” as I started to walk back toward my house. As I walked away from Brooke she yelled out “Fuck you Hallie Hippo! What’s the matter? Does the fat girl need something to eat?”

I quickly turned around and looked at Brooke. “What did you just say?” I asked as my eyes started to swell with tears.

“You heard me you four eyed-freak! You must like being called those names. You must not really want it to stop. You must not have meant a fucking word you said to me yesterday, right hippo?” she said.

Tears started to stream from my eyes as I yelled “I meant every word I said!”

Brooke smiled at me and yelled back “Prove it and say it. Say goodbye Hallie Hippo and get that fat ass into motion chubby wubby!”

I started to jog again as Brooke jogged beside me. “Please Brooke, please stop being so mean to me!” I exclaimed.

She smiled with a devilish grin and said “If you think this is mean you haven’t seen anything yet! When I call you those names you fight back! You’re going to take every word and use it for motivation. When you slack I call you whatever the fuck I need to. When you give me one hundred percent I’ll stop saying those words. Now pick up the pace!”

She started to run a bit faster. My head and temples started to throb and I felt like I was going to be sick but I pushed forward. By the time we jogged back to the front of my house I could barely catch my breath. My head was pounding, and I felt dizzy.

“Okay, warm up is done so let’s get to work!” she said with excitement.

I thought to myself warm up? What else was she going to have me do? She made me do crunches, leg lifts, bicycle kicks. We worked out for around two hours. When we were done with the workout I felt like I was going to die.

Brooke yelled out “Great job Hot Hallie” as she hugged me tightly.

“Hot Hallie?” I asked.

She smiled at me and said “As Hallie Hippo disappears Hot Hallie starts to appear. When I’m done with you Hot Hallie will be the talk of Highland High.”

The next day I could barely get out of bed. Every inch of my body was in pain. It hurt to walk. Brooke told me that it was my body telling me that what we were doing was working. She had me keep track of everything I ate along with the calories. By the end of the first week I had lost five pounds and I was excited. Brooke told me that the first ten pounds were the easiest to lose and she freaked out when she weighed herself and noticed that she had gained three pounds.

“This isn’t working, we need to step the game up!” she yelled out.

I was in constant pain and always hungry but it made me feel good to step on the scale every week to find that I was losing weight. When I looked in the mirror I could see my body starting to change. I was becoming more confident as time went on. By the time school ended three and a half months later I had lost thirty-eight pounds and was down to one hundred and sixty-five pounds and I felt great. My clothes didn’t fit me anymore. Everything was big and baggy but I liked the way my clothes felt on my body. Brooke was right all along. Our bodies are our temples and I wasn’t ready to unveil mine just yet but it didn’t stop Brooke from taking me to the mall to pick up a few outfits. She wouldn’t take no for an answer.

When I finally asked why it was so important for me to upgrade my wardrobe Brooke yelled out with excitement “Because you and I are going to Los Angeles for two fucking weeks!”

“There is no way that my dad is going to let me go to L.A. for two weeks with you!” I exclaimed.

She smiled at me and said “Lee is cool with it. Mom had to do a little convincing if you know what I mean” she laughed and made an impersonation of a bed creaking.

Brooke and I were in Los Angeles for the fourth of July. We stayed at Angie’s house. She was so happy and was dragging me from one friends house to another. She took me to all the tourist areas. I met her father for the first time and he took us all to a baseball game. I could see why she loved Los Angeles so much. It was home and far different from Arizona. I loved it there. After the first week Angie and Brooke took me to a keg party at one of their friend’s house. I had never had a sip of alcohol before but I had much more than sips that night. That’s the night that my life became different. Angie and I sat outside as Brooke was inside the house drinking and telling stories.

Angie looked at me and said, “Scott Harrison is checking you out.”

I looked in the direction she was looking in and noticed a cute boy, around five feet eight with brown hair and brown eyes smiling at me.

Angie’s boyfriend Chris came over and said “I’m stealing her. Be back in a bit” as he grabbed Angie and pulled her from the site and kissed her as she laughed and kissed him back.

When the seat opened Scott sat down next to me. “You’re Brooke’s friend from Arizona, right?” as I shook my head yes.

We drank, he told me corny jokes that made me laugh. As the night progressed he started flirting with me which I wasn’t sure how to react to. He removed my glasses and kissed my lips and inserted his tongue into my mouth. I felt his tongue with mine and asked myself if I should be enjoying it.

He put my glasses back on and said “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow? As I shrugged my shoulders.

I found it odd. In the movies girls would talk about how there first kiss was amazing. They spoke about feeling butterflies in their stomachs and feeling light headed. All I thought about it was that it was weird that I felt his tongue with mine. Other than that, I felt nothing.

Angie came running over to me and said, “How was it?” as I shrugged my shoulders and said “Okay, I guess.”

Angie looked at me kind of weirdly but accepted my answer. Brooke came stumbling out of the house. She was wasted and laughing. Angie looked up and said, “Oh shit!” as the boy I had only seen in pictures made a bee line to Brooke. It was Chad and he grabbed Brooke by her arm.

She looked at him and said, “Thought you hated me, and you never were going to see me again!”

He looked at her and asked “So how many guys have you been with in Arizona, Brooke? I need to know!”

She looked at him coldly and yelled “None of your fucking business. Besides why do you give a fuck? You have Stephanie!”

He let go of her arm and said “I dated her for like a fucking second and the only reason was to make you jealous. I figured when you found out you would call me but the call never came. I fucking love you Brooke and I don’t care about Arizona and who you’ve been with. How can you just stop loving me like this? What did I do wrong?”

Brooke’s expression changed. She looked at him and made a zero with her fingers and said “That’s how many dates I’ve been on since I’ve been in Arizona. A big fat zero. The only action I’ve had is hugs from her” as she pointed to me.

Chad became animated and said “Than why aren’t you still with me? I can’t stop loving you. All I do is look at your pictures day after day and wonder what you’re doing. I know we haven’t see each other in person for a year but looking at you now nothing has changed for me. I just need to know how is it that you can love me one day and stop loving me the next? I need to understand how!”

Brooke yelled out “Because I never did Chad! When I found out you were dating Stephanie I wanted to drive to her house and claw her fucking eyes out but I knew I had no right. I broke up with you!”

He pulled her to him and kissed her as she kissed him back. I looked at Angie and saw a huge smile on her face and watery eyes. Chad took her by the hand and walked her into the house. They both came outside a little over an hour later with messed up hair and huge smiles on their faces.

Angie yelled out “I called a cab. It will be here in ten minutes. When the cab arrived Scott get in, I got in and Angie got in. Brooke and Chad continued to kiss until Angie got out of the cab and started punching Chad and yelled “Let go of her. You can see her tomorrow” as she pulled Brooke away and pushed her into the cab.

When I awoke in the morning I felt like someone had hit me in the head with a hammer. My mouth was dry, and my head was pounding.

Angie said, “Good morning sleeping beauty” as she threw a bottle of water onto the bed.

I opened the bottle and chugged it down. “I think I’m going to be sick” I said as Brooke laughed and said “Lightweight.”

Brooke had a huge smile on her face and said asked “What happened with Scott Harrison last night?”

I looked at her and said, “We kissed” in a disappointed voice.

Brooke look surprised and asked, “Didn’t you like it?”

I didn’t speak right away and took a moment to think. “I built up what my first kiss would be like so much in my head I guess it wasn’t what I was expecting.”

Brooke smiled and said, “Well when you kiss someone you really like it will feel different” as Angie shook her head in agreement.

“Brooke can I ask you a question?” I asked.

She nodded her head yes as I asked, “Why was your hair so messy when you came back outside with Chad?”

As I finished the question Angie started to laugh hysterically and yelled “Because Brooke is a slut” and was laughing so hard she started to tear.

Brooke laughed out “No I’m fucking not. Shut up Angie” as they both laughed.

I didn’t get it but laughed along with the them anyway. Angie walked over to the desk in her room, opened the drawer and removed a brochure. She threw the brochure to Brooke.

Brooke browsed through it and said “There’s no way I’m getting there running for Highland. They’re terrible. I’ll be lucky to get a scholarship offer from any school let alone UCLA” she said in a disappointed voice.

Angie looked at Brooke and said, “Stop your whining and step your game up” Brooke rolled her eyes in response.

The rest of the week flew by. I had so much fun and even hung out with Scott a few more times. He was nice but I just didn’t feel anything special toward him a far cry from how Brooke felt about Chad. They looked so right together. He was so sweet to her and her so sweet in return. I was happy for her but it gave me a sense of loneliness. When I saw them together it made me wonder if anyone would have treat me that way. Would I ever be the center of a person’s universe? When we left Los Angeles it was eerily similar, to when Angie left Arizona. Brooke and Angie hugged each other and cried. Brooke and I were friends. She was my best friend but I knew in my heart that I could never be as close to her as Angie. The more I thought about it the less it bothered me. Brooke had done so much for me that I was just happy to have her as a friend. I was also happy that I had Angie as a friend. It had been so long since I had a friend to begin with but here I was going into my senior year of high school with the most popular girl in school as my best friend and an awesome person in Angie as my friend as well.

I remember when I arrived at home from Los Angeles my father was in the living room watching television and drinking a beer. He looked upset but smiled when he saw me walk through the door.

“How was Los Angeles?” he asked.

I smiled widely and said “It was awesome. Thank you so much for letting me go”

He looked at me and said “Thank Ella. I wasn’t too thrilled with the idea.”

I laughed and said, “I’ll tell her when I see her.”

“Let me know what she says” my father quickly replied.

I was confused and asked, “Why don’t you just ask her when you see her?”

My father took a drink from his bottle of beer and replied, “I won’t be seeing her anymore.”

My heart sank as I asked, “Why not?”

He finished his beer in a huge final drink and said “We broke up. I know you just got back from L.A. but I’m going to go out with Andrew tonight. Hope you don’t mind.”

I became upset and exclaimed “But you took your wedding ring off!”

My father looked at me with said eyes and replied “Don’t I know. Just because I’m your dad doesn’t mean I can’t be wrong double m. By the way, you look great.”

I smiled with a heavy heart and said, “Thank you dad” as I went up to my bedroom.

I wondered what could have happened in the two weeks that I was away. When me and Brooke left for Los Angeles they seemed so happy together and perfect for each other. I decided to take a shower. I removed my clothes and stepped onto the electronic scale in the bathroom. I looked down at my feet when to my horror the scale read one hundred seventy-two. I had gained ten pounds. A sense of panic and frustration came over me. I had worked so hard to lose the weight that I did and in only two weeks I easily put the pounds right back on. I looked at my body in the mirror and closed my eyes. I could see the finger pointing and hear the name calling when I felt my body become engulfed in anger. I looked at myself in the mirror and said with conviction, “I am not Hallie Hippo!” I had five weeks left before school started for my senior year and I became determined to hit Brooke’s goal of one hundred twenty pounds. I exited the bathroom, put on my workout clothes and running shoes and ran out the house.  As my legs moved and my heart raced I realized how much I enjoyed running. The first time I ran I felt like I wanted to die but running now made me feel like I was free. I was free from the finger pointing and name calling. I was becoming free of Hallie Hippo. Running made me happy. As I finished my run and approached my house I saw Brooke sitting in her car. She wasn’t moving, just sitting there as if she was frozen.

I ran to her and asked, “What are you doing?”

She seemed upset and said “I’m thinking about starting this car and driving to Los Angeles and beating my father to death. Three hundred fifty miles plus away and it’s the same thing.”

I felt a sense of panic come over me as I asked, “Same thing?”

She got out of the car and said “I don’t know what it is. My father has this hold on my mom and he won’t let her go. She moved us to Arizona for a new start and yet here we are again. He won’t let her be happy. Did you know that my mom and your dad broke up?” as I replied by shaking my head yes.

“Lee is so good for her and I know they love each other. Where’s you dad?” she asked as I breathed heavily and replied, “When I left he was sitting in the living room watching television.”

With a look of determination on her face, she got out of the car and started walking to my house as I followed behind her. We entered the house to find my dad still in the same position still doing the same thing he had done when I left.

“Lee don’t you love my mom?!” she exclaimed.

My father turned his head around quickly to look at Brooke and said, “Excuse me!”

Brooke yelled out “Answer my question, Lee!”

My father arose the couch and said, “Yeah I do Brooke, okay.”

Brooke with anger on her face yelled out “Then fight for her! Tell her, let her how you feel and don’t hold anything back! She needs you to fight for her!”

My father looked down and said “You can’t make someone love you back. She still loves Kevin.”

Brooke stomped her foot on the floor and said “No she doesn’t. He just makes her feel that she does and doesn’t want her to be happy. He fucks with her head and makes her feel like shit. If she loved him she wouldn’t have divorced him and she wouldn’t have moved us to Arizona. She loves you, I know she does but she needs you to fight for her. Tell her that my dad is an asshole and that she deserves to be happy! That you are what makes her happy and she is what makes you happy!”

My father said nothing as he ran out of the house. Brooke smiled at me and said, “My dad is fucked and my mom is going to be tonight!” Brooke looked at me and asked, “Why are you working out right now?”

With a sense of despair, I replied “I gained ten pounds in Los Angeles.”

Brooke laughed and said “No shit. We didn’t work out, we were drinking a ton and eating terribly. It’s called vacation and it’s okay to live like a normal person from time to time.”

I was surprised and lashed out “You said no breaks!”

She rolled her eyes and said, “So fucking sue me then” as she laughed. “I promise tomorrow we’ll get back at it. Tonight, I just want to relax.”

I looked at Brooke and said “Back at it? No, we need to step it up. We need to go twice as hard. I need Hallie Hippo to leave permanently.”

Brooke smiled at me and gave me a hug. “Take a shower, you stink” she laughed as I smiled and laughed back at her. I had forgotten to take clothes from my room so when I exited the shower I wrapped myself in a towel. I entered my bedroom to find Brooke sound asleep on my bed. I got dressed, cuddled up beside her and closed my eyes.

In the morning, we were both awoke by the sound of laughter. We both made our way to the kitchen to find my father and Ella laughing, kissing and holding each other.

“Good morning girls” Ella said. “I need to take care of a few things, Lee. I’ll see you later” she said as she kissed my father. As Ella walked toward me and Brooke I could read her lips as they mouthed the words “Thank you” to Brooke.

The next few weeks flew by. I was training so much that I started working out three times a day. I would work out before my workout with Brooke. Work out with Brooke and then have a late-night workout by myself. We were now three days before the start of the new school year. That morning I stood on the scale and eagerly anticipated the result. The numbers on the scale stopped to reveal one hundred thirty pounds. I immediately texted Brooke with the words “I failed!”

Brooke came over about ten minutes later and asked, “How did you fail?” as I quickly responded, “One hundred thirty.”

Brooke’s eyes opened wide as she let out a happy yelp. “Failed? Hailee, you lost seventy-two pounds in seven months. That’s amazing and just look at you. You are hot Hallie now” she said with pride.

“No, I’m not” I replied as I stood in my bedroom looking at the reflection looking back at me wearing my thick glasses. “Okay maybe my body but I don’t feel hot” I said sadly.

Brooke said, “You will feel hot by the end of today!” as she grabbed me by my hands and said, “We’re going to the mall.”

When we arrived at the mall Brooke dragged me into an eye place.

“You know I love you, but those glasses have to go. We’re getting new glasses and most important contact lenses” she said as we did just that.

We went to a hair salon and got our hair done and went clothes shopping. We were gone for almost the entire day. When we walked through the front door of my house my dad was sitting on the couch talking to Uncle Andrew.

Uncle Andrew, upon seeing us said “Hey Brooke, hey Michelle.” My Uncle Andrew jumped up from his seat and looked at me and yelled out “Hailee. Oh my God! You like so much like your mom!”

To hear my uncle accidentally call me by my mother’s name and to tell me that I looked just like her brought happiness to my heart.  I ran up the stairs with my packages and Brooke in tow. Brooke went through my bags and pulled out a skirt and a small looking tee shirt and said, “Put this on.”

I changed and we both walked into the bathroom. Brooke stood to the side of me holding the picture of my mother as I looked in the mirror. I looked at my mother’s picture and look at my reflection.

Brooke asked, “Do you see it now?”

I became teary eyed as I responded, “I do.” Hallie Hippo was gone.

“Say hello to Hot Hallie!” Brooke exclaimed.

“I don’t want to be Hot Hallie. I just want to be Hallie” I responded.

Brooke put the picture down and hugged me. “You’ve always been Hallie. Your outside just matches your inside now” she said with sincerity.

As I stared at myself in the mirror I felt pretty for the first time in my life. I could see my mother’s eyes in my own. I loved the blonde highlights in my dark black hair and I liked that my body was fit and tone. I could even see muscles beginning to appear in my stomach. As I stared into the mirror I could see an image of my mother smiling at me.

It was the first day of school and Brooke was running late. When Brooke arrived, I was nervous to say the least. As we drove to school I couldn’t take it. I begged Brooke to turn the car around and bring me home but she laughed. When we finally parked in the lot I didn’t want to get out of the car. I felt ridiculous wearing shorts and a tee shirt that barely covered my stomach.

“You look amazing!” Brooke yelled out.

I opened my book bag and retrieved my trusty baseball cap. When I went to put it on Brooke snatched it from my hand and threw it into the backseat.

“You’ve worked so hard for this. Hallie Hippo is gone, and Highland is about to find out. Let’s go” she said with confidence.

As we approached the main entrance to the school Brooke said “Shit, I left something in the car. I’ll see you at lunch” as she walked away in the opposite direction.

I took a deep breath as I entered the school. As I slowly walked into the hallway and toward my locker it seemed as if nothing had changed. People were pointing at me but I soon realized I wasn’t being called any names. As I continued to walk I heard a boy yell out “Who the hell is that?” when I heard another boy yell out as if in disbelief “It’s Hallie Anderson!” I heard another boy yell out “Holy shit, Hallie Anderson is fucking hot!” As I continued to walk I saw Taylor, Sabrina and the posse staring at me as I passed Taylor’s locker. They didn’t say a word. Brooke met me in the cafeteria for lunch.

“Brooke, I don’t like this. Everyone keeps staring at me” I said with discomfort.

Brooke frowned and said “Everyone stared at you before. It’s a different kind of staring that’s all. It can be uncomfortable at times, but you’ll get used to it.”

I ran my fingers through my hair as I heard a boy exclaim “Wow, that was hot” as I replied to Brooke “I know. I feel like the boys are undressing me with their eyes and most of the girls are staring at me like they want to physically harm me. I don’t like this at all and I can’t see myself getting used to this.”

Brooke said “This is what you wanted, to be noticed the way I’m noticed and now you are. Don’t worry it comes with the territory and you will get used to it.”

Brooke removed a folded flyer from her back pocket and handed it to me. “Thank me later.”

I read the flyer that read Highland High Talent Show. I looked at Brooke and said, “Thank you for what?”

She smirked at me and said, “I signed you up.”

I was horrified and became angry. “You’re supposed to be my friend. Why would you do that? Like I’m supposed to stand on a stage in front of half the school and have them make fun of me until I run off the stage? What talent do I have anyway?”

Brooke put her hand on my shoulder and replied “I am your friend which is why I signed you up. Besides who made fun of you today? Believe me I would love to be in the talent show myself but the only talent I have is running fast. You, Hot Hallie, are going to sing and show the world, well half the school at least, that you are talented.”

I was terrified of the thought and sat there in silence. I noticed Taylor, Sabrina and the posse were making their way toward us. Taylor looked at me and asked, “Is lap band and plastic surgery expensive?”

I sat there and said nothing for a few seconds. For the first time in my life I decided that I would stand up for myself and replied, “I don’t know, why don’t you tell me!” as Brooke started to hysterically laugh.

Sabrina replied, “Whatever Hallie Hippo.”

I looked at Sabrina and said “Wow, you must have had a great time this summer. How much weight did you gain, ten, fifteen pounds?”

Sabrina without thinking exclaimed “I’m on my period and retaining water!” as the cafeteria burst out into laughter.

Taylor just looked at Sabrina and shook her head as they all walked away from the table. Brooke smiled at me and put her arm around my shoulder and asked, “Do you realize that I didn’t say word?”

I smiled realizing that she was right.  I was discovering who I was and I was starting to like myself.

As the next few weeks went by I continued to work out and eat healthy. I was sitting having breakfast with my father one morning when I asked “Dad, do you think I’m talented?”

My father looked at me and asked, “You do realize that my room is next to yours, right?”

I was confused and asked in reply “What do you mean?”

My father looked at me and said “I’ve listened to you sing in your room since you were a little girl. You have a beautiful voice and your mother would be so proud.”

I looked at my father with a look of surprise and asked, “Why would mom be proud of me?”

He looked at me and said “It was your mom’s dream to be a singer, but she wasn’t the most confident person in the world. She had a beautiful voice as well and no matter how hard I pushed her to try she just wouldn’t. When you and your brother were born she said that maybe one day that you would have the courage and confidence in yourself that she didn’t. She loved you both so much double m. I sometimes worry that you’re too much like her. I don’t ever want you to be scared to follow your dreams.”

I was teary eyed and in shock. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” I asked.

My dad looked down at the table and replied “It was never the right time. For as beautiful and talented as your mother was she wasn’t always comfortable with herself. It makes me nervous to see that in you. Brooke told me about the talent show. Are you going to do it?”

I thought for a moment and replied “Yeah, I am.”

My father smiled at me proudly and said “Grandpa called me and told me that Grandma isn’t doing well. Grandpa wants you to see her before it’s too late.”

My body became engulfed in panic as I asked, “When are we going to Georgia?”

My father replied “My mother is fine. It’s mom’s mom.”

My dad’s parents were always close to me. They would visit often and call me on the phone to check on me. My mother’s parents on the other hand were the opposite. The last time I could remember seeing them was a few years after the funeral. Uncle Andrew was always in my life but they weren’t. Other than birthday cards and Christmas presents they were non-existent, but I never questioned why.

I became angry and said “I don’t even know them. Why should I care?”

My father looked at me with a shocked look on his face and said “I’m not going to tell you how to feel. You’re old enough to make your own decision. I think you should see her, but the decision is yours.”

After I finished breakfast I called Uncle Andrew to find out that he was on his way to my house. As he walked through the door I was greeted with the usual “Hey kiddo.”

“Uncle Andrew why don’t grandma and grandpa love me?” I asked in a sad voice.

He hugged me and said “Why would you think that? They love you.”

I became angry and replied “If they love me why aren’t they in my life? I haven’t seen them for at least six years. Why would grandpa want to see me now?”

I could see the wheels in Uncle Andrew’s mind spinning as he replied, “What don’t you find out for yourself?” 

I was angry and said “Fine, take me now!”

As we drove to my grandparent’s house Uncle Andrew didn’t tell me much other than my grandmother was suffering from dementia because of Alzheimer's disease. As my uncle pulled the car into the driveway my grandfather stood in front of the house awaiting our arrival. As I walked toward the house my grandfather ran over to me and hugged me tightly as he kissed my cheek over and again.

“Hallie, sweetie, I’ve missed you so much. Let me look at you. You are turning into a beautiful woman sweetie” he said as I just smiled.

“Where’s mom?” Uncle Andrew asked as my grandfather replied, “In the room.”

My uncle shook his head as he walked me into the house.

There were pictures everywhere. Pictures of my parents together, me and Curtis, my mother with Uncle Andrew when they were little and older and pictures of themselves in their younger days. Uncle Andrew walked me into my mother’s bedroom where my grandmother sat on the bed rocking back and forth nervously.

She looked at me in anger and exclaimed “Michelle! Where have you been? How dare you not call me to let me know you were okay? What did you do to your hair?!”

I didn’t know what to say as my Uncle Andrew replied “Mom, we’ve been over this, Michelle is not coming home. This is Hallie, mom.”

She sat there silently for a moment and said “Hailee! Where is your brother. Why isn’t he visiting?”

I stood there and didn’t reply as Uncle Andrew said, “Curtis is with Michelle, mom.”

My grandmother seemed to snap out of the daze she was in. She arose from the bed and hugged me tightly. “Hailee” she said as she stroked my face and stared at my face. “You and Michelle could be sister’s sweetheart. I’m so sorry” she said as she started to tear.

“Sorry for what grandma?” I asked in reply.

“When Michelle left me, I wanted to be in your life. I just couldn’t, it was too painful. I saw so much of her in you that I couldn’t bare the pain” as she began to cry.

“Andrew, go get your sister and Curtis so we can have lunch together” my grandmother said as Uncle Andrew slowly closed his eyes and opened them.

He replied “Mom, you know that I can’t do that.”

She looked at him angrily and said, “Do as I say, Andrew!” She looked at me and said “You look so familiar. Do I know you?”

I started to cry and ran out of the room where I found my grandfather sitting in a chair in the living room. I yelled out “Grandpa!” as he arose from the chair, held me tightly and said, “I’m sorry, sweetie.”

Uncle Andrew joined us and sat on the couch. “She’s getting worse, dad.”

My grandfather shook his head and said, “I know, Drew.”

I sat next to my Uncle as my grandfather said “Hallie, I’m so sorry. After your mother passed she couldn’t recover. They were so close. She was depressed and suicidal. They last time we saw you she tried to kill herself and now this. I hope you don’t hate her.”

I smiled and said “Of course not, grandpa. I’ve missed you.”

He smiled and said, “I’ve missed you too sweetheart.”

We spent a few hours there. On the drive home Uncle Andrew told me that grandma blamed my father for my mother and Curtis dying and that before she became ill she made it known how she never wanted to see my father again. I had only thought of myself never realizing what it was like for my grandparents losing their daughter for forever. It made me sad but I finally understood that her dying effected more people than me. I felt selfish.

It was getting close the talent show, and I went over to Brooke’s to hang out. Brook was on the phone with Angie and from what I could tell it wasn’t a pleasant conversation. The call ended with Brooke yelling out “Fuck them both!”

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

She looked at me with tears in her eyes and said “No but it will be. Me and Angie are now single and available.”

“Why?” I quickly asked.

Brooke replied “Angie walked in on Chris, Chad and Henrietta Dowling at a party last night. Angie wasn’t feeling well and didn’t want to go to the party. She felt better a few hours later and decided to go. She found Chris screwing Henrietta with Chad’s dick in her mouth. Chad knew he had been caught cheating and called me last night. Fuck him we’re done!” she cried out.

“I’m sorry Brooke” I told her as she said nothing and cried on my shoulder.

As the weeks went on Brooke started to become her normal self but things at school were far my normal for me. Boys were asking me out on dates and I was being invited to parties. However, every time a boy asked me it just happened to be a boy who used to make fun of me. David had called me Hallie Hippo numerous times. Henry had called me fugly as in fucking ugly. Gary had called me a waste of life. Steven once referred to me as walking earthquake. It made me feel good to say, “You wish” but it made me realize that the only thing that made them think of me differently was my body. I’ve always been the same person but now since people found me to be attractive I was suddenly worthy of their time. I had no desire to go out on a date with any of them.

That was until Samuel Garrett asked me out. I couldn’t ever remember Samuel ever being mean to me. He was cute and nice and wasn’t popular. He was kind of like I used to be except that instead of people making fun of him they simply ignored him. His face had cleared up and he had grown a few inches. I wasn’t sure I liked him that way but Brooke told me the only way to find out was to at minimum go out on a few dates. He was sweet and a gentleman. He even took me out the day before my eighteenth birthday. I remember when Scott kissed me and I felt nothing. I was sure that when Samuel kissed me it would be different but it wasn’t. There were no butterflies and no becoming lost in his embrace. When I told Brooke about it she was disappointed for me. “Well, love is hard to find” she told me as I agreed. She told me not to worry but I was.

The night of the talent show I was so nervous I felt like I was going to be sick. I had selected a song and practiced it nightly before I went to sleep. I had decided on “True Love” by Alessandra Garcia. My father would be there with Ella and Uncle Andrew was there with his now fiancé Bonnie and my grandfather. I was going to be the last person to perform. I nervously paced back and forth as I watched the performances as well as the cheers and jeers. I remember Becky being booed off stage and the look of horror on her face.

“Brooke, I can’t do this! When I see everyone in the crowd I’m going to freeze” I said with panic.

Brooke replied “The first time I heard you sing you had your eyes closed. Just close your eyes and ignore the crowd.”

I replied, “I can’t walk out on stage with my eyes closed.”

Brooke smiled at me and said “You close your eyes. I’ll walk you onto the stage and in front of the microphone. Keep your eyes closed and sing like I know you can. Don’t open them until you’re finished.”

I heard my name called as I closed my eyes. Brooke took me by my hand and walked me as she promised. My heart was racing and I felt like I was going to pass out. As I heard the music begin to play I took a deep breath and began to sing. After the first few words I opened my eyes to find the crowd sitting in silence listening intently to my words. A sense of calm came over me as I took the microphone from the stand and held it in my right hand as I walked across the stage and continued to sing. As I finished the song I put the microphone back into the stand and looked down. As I slowly started to lift my head I became nervous. I could hear a pin drop and it felt as if time stood still. I heard a clap followed by another clap as the entire auditorium began to clap loudly, cheer and scream as it seemed that everyone rose to their feet. I stood there as the auditorium clapped and cheered for me. When I was announced as the winner I cried as the entire crowd chanted my name over and again. No one chanted Hallie Hippo, freak or chubby wubby. I was just Hallie. As I walked off the stage Brooke ran up to me and hugged me as Ms. Cooper, the glee club teacher screamed out “You are joining glee and I won’t take no for an answer!” For the first time in my life I felt accepted but more important I felt normal. On my way home that night I wondered had I not lost the weight and still wore thick glasses would I had been given a chance to sing or would I have been booed off stage before I even opened my mouth? 

One night Brooke and sat in her bedroom watching television. I was excited to watch the Late Show as my favorite singer Alessandra Garcia was going to be the main guest. She was my favorite singer and I was excited to hear what she had to say. Brooke wanted to find out if the rumors of her and actor Kyle Lewis being together was true. She had a huge crush on Kyle Lewis as most girls did but I didn’t see what all the fuss was about. When Alessandra was asked about Kyle Lewis, Brooke was disappointed to hear from Alessandra’s mouth that the rumors were false. Just as Brooke asked out loud “Who the hell is K then?” the host asked the same question. When Alessandra said, “Her girlfriend Kate” Brooke’s mouth opened wide as she yelled out “Holy shit, Alessandra Garcia is gay?!” as her cell phone rang with a call from Angie. She put her on speaker phone as pictures of Alessandra and her girlfriend flashed onto the screen. I said “Wow, she kind of looks like you Brooke” as Angie agreed and laughed. I decided to go home as Brooke and Angie continued to talk.

The following month Brooke started dating Will Briggs who played on the school basketball team. He was handsome, muscular and popular. Brooke and Will were the talk of the school. Will introduced me to Arnold Gooding who was his best friend and teammate and had just moved to our town from the neighboring town. He was tall and muscular as well as became instantly popular. I found it odd that girls were jealous of me. Arnold was kind and treated me well but I often wondered if he would have any interest in me at all had I still been over two hundred pounds and wore ugly thick glasses. Brooke told me that sexual attraction was the first ingredient in any relationship and that it was likely that he wouldn’t be with me if I looked the way I used to. That many girls were not like boys as in shallow.

It was now winter break as was the case the year before, Angie came in from Los Angles to visit. When Angie saw me, she yelled out “Holy shit Hallie, you look fucking amazing!” as I giggled and thanked her. “Not that you didn’t look good before but wow!” It made me feel great to see and hear Angie’s reaction to my now on target goal of one hundred twenty pounds and visible abs. My father and Ella were away for the weekend so us girls decided to raid the liquor cabinet. As we drank and laughed Angie asked Brooke “Did you and Will do it yet?”

Brooke smiled and replied “No but I’m so tempted. He has an amazing body and let’s just say he’s well endowed” as she laughed.

I was confused and asked, “How do you know that?” as Angie started to hysterically laugh.

Brooke replied, “You know” as she made and up and down motion with her right hand with a closed fist.

I was confused and said, “No Brooke, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Her mouth opened wide as she said “You’re kidding? Haven’t you ever given a guy a hand job?” as I shook my head no in a fast motion.

Angie and Brooke were now both looking at me in a surprised manner when Angie asked, “Have you ever seen a cock?” as a quickly replied “Not in person” as a matter of fact.

Brooke asked, “What have you done with Arnold?”

I thought for a second and replied, “We’ve kissed.”

Angie said “In over two months all you’ve done is kiss him? You haven’t done anything but kiss?”

I was puzzled and said, “What’s wrong with that?”

Angie and Brooke looked at each other when Brooke asked, “Haven’t you wanted to do more with him?” as Angie made a circle with her finger and thumb and made an in and out motion with a finger on her other hand.

I was shocked and replied, “Oh God no. I mean when we kiss I don’t feel much of anything, so I really don’t want him to touch me like that.”

Brooke looked at me with squinted eyes and asked, “You don’t feel anything when you kiss him?”

I thought for a second and replied, “Not especially, definitely no butterflies.”

We continued to drink and talk about sex but for some reason I felt like the sex talk was all about me. Angie looked at me and asked “We know that Alessandra Garcia is your favorite singer. Who is your favorite actor?”

I thought for a moment and replied “Kayla Jones. She’s fantastic.”

Brooke looked at me and asked, “When you were little what famous boy did you have a crush on?”

I thought for a moment and shrugged my shoulders. “I can’t remember” I said as a matter of fact. I wasn’t lying I just couldn’t remember having a crush on any boy as a youngster.

Brooke asked me “Who do you think is the most attractive girl in school.”

I laughed and said, “That’s easy, you.”

Brooke laughed and said, “Thank you.” She rubbed her chin and asked, “Not including me, who do you think is the most attractive girl in school?”

I thought for a moment and said “Well I used to think it was Cheryl Adams, but I would say Susan Wentworth. When she used to wear her hair in a ponytail I thought that it was Cheryl but since Susan started wearing her hair down and got rid of the bangs I would say Susan. But if Cheryl grows her hair a little longer like the way she used to wear it than I’d have to say Cheryl.”

Angie smiled and asked, “Out of all the guys in school, if you could bang any one of them, who would it be?”

I took a drink from my cup and said, “Not sure, I never really thought about banging anyone.”

Brooke and Angie were now looking at each other with squinted eyes. It looked like they were both thinking about the same thing but I had no clue what that would be. Brooke looked at me and asked, “What was Arnold wearing yesterday?”

I quickly responded “Clothes, duh” as we all laughed.

Brooke said “Of course clothes but what color was his shirt. Was he wearing cargo shorts or basketball shorts.”

I shrugged my shoulders and said, “I don’t know, can’t remember.”

Angie asked, “What was Cheryl wearing on the last day of school before the break?”

I thought for a moment and replied, “Black shorts and a tight pink tee shirt that said had the word sexy written in script and a pair of white tennis sneakers with no socks.”

Brooke asked, “Do you find it odd that you can’t remember what your boyfriend was wearing yesterday but you remember what Cheryl Adams was wearing over a week ago?”

I just shrugged my shoulders. Brooke looked at Angie and asked, “Angie what was I wearing yesterday?” as Angie said, “I don’t remember.”

Brooke then asked Angie “What was that cute guy we saw at the yogurt shop wearing?” Angie thought for a moment and replied “Baseball shirt and a pair of blue cargo shorts. He had a diamond stud earring in his left ear and he was pretty jacked” she confidently said.

Brooke and Angie were now looking at me with wide eyes as we continued to drink. Angie said “Okay, your boyfriend is like the third guy that you’ve kissed where you don’t feel much of anything. You haven’t done anything with him sexually other than kiss. You can’t remember having a crush on a famous boy as a kid. Your favorite singer is female and favorite actor is female. If you could bang any guy in school you can’t think of one that you want to. You can’t remember what Arnold was wearing yesterday but you remember what Susan was wearing a little over a week ago. Do you find any of this a bit odd?”

I took another sip of my drink and responded, “Not especially.”

Brooke asked, “You don’t find any of this odd?” as I once again responded “Not especially, no.”

Brooke asked, “You don’t find it at all odd that you seem to look at girls the way that me and Angie look at boys?”

I thought for a moment and said, “I always have.” Angie made herself another drink and asked “Always?” as I shook my head yes in response.

“What was Brooke wearing the first time you met her?”

I quickly responded “A blue bikini. She was sitting in a beach chair and was wearing a pair of sunglasses. When she walked over to me she took her sunglasses off.”

“Brooke what was Hallie wearing the first time you met her?”

Brooke rolled her eyes and replied “How the fuck am I supposed to remember that. That was over a year and half ago.”

Angie took a drink from her cup and asked, “Hallie don’t you find it interesting that Brooke can’t remember what you were wearing the first time you met but you can?”

I rolled my eyes and asked “Why should I find that interesting. You both are being weird” I laughingly said.

Angie and Brooke looked at each other. Brooke downed her drink and said, “Hailee I don’t want you to think that me and Angie have been talking about you behind your back, but we have talked about a few things and we both think that you might be gay.”

I was shocked and replied “I’m not gay. Why would you both think that I’m gay?” I started to think about everything we had talked about when I said “Oh my god, you both think I’m gay. I’m not gay, not in the slightest” I said confidently.

Angie said “There’s only one way to find out. Let’s call this an experiment. Brooke sit down on the couch.”

Brooke sat on the couch as Angie sat next to her. “Okay, Brooke, I’m going to kiss you like really kiss you. Tell me what you felt once I’m done.”

Brooke yelled out “Angie I’m not going to fucking kiss you!”

Angie rolled her eyes and said “This is not for me and not for you. This is for Hallie so shut up and make out with me.”

Brooke told me to make her a drink. I made a drink and gave it Brooke. She chugged the drink and said “Okay, let’s do this.”

Angie sat next to Brooke. She moved in slowly and started to kiss Brooke. They kissed for about ten seconds when they stopped, and both laughed.

“Brooke, what did you feel?” Brooke quickly replied “Nothing. It was weird. When your tongue touched mine, it felt strange.” Angie said, “Same here.”

Angie than said “Hailee, switch seats with Brooke.”

“Angie are we going to kiss like that?” I asked nervously.

Angie looked at me and said, “Yup now switch.”

I switched seats with Brooke and looked at Angie. Angie leaned in and kissed me. When her tongue touched mine, it felt so different from when I had kissed anyone else. I kissed her back as I explored her tongue with mine. My body felt warm and I felt a tingling sensation run through my body. When Angie stopped kissing me I sat there with my eyes still closed with my lips puckered for a few seconds. I felt dizzy.

Angie looked at me and asked, “How do you feel?”

I smiled and replied, “I feel warm, my entire body is tingling, and I feel a little dizzy.”

Angie smiled and said, “I feel the same way I did when I kissed Brooke.”

I sat on the couch for a moment when I realized that after kissing Angie I felt the way I thought I was supposed to feel after kissing guys. “Oh my God I’m gay?!” I questioned myself in disbelief.

“Bullshit! I’ve known you longer than you’ve known Angie. If you feel warm, tingly and dizzy after kissing her you better feel something else when we kiss!” Brooke yelled out.

Angie looked at her and said, “I know how competitive you are but seriously.”

Brooke defiantly walked over to me and told me to stand up. I stood up and Brooke kissed me. As we kissed it didn’t feel the way it did when I kissed Angie. I did like it but the feeling was different. Brooke stopped kissing me and asked, “How was that?”

I took a long hard swallow and took a sip from my drink. “It was nice” I replied.

Angie yelled out “Ha I win!”

Brooke rolled her eyes at Angie and asked, “Do you realize what we just discovered?”

Angie laughed and said “Yeah, Hallie is gay” as I said, “Hallie is gay?!”

As we sat in the living room continuously drinking I asked, “What does this mean?”

Brooke replied, “It means you like girls” as Angie started laughing so hard she started to snort.

“This isn’t funny guys. Does this mean there’s something wrong with me?”

Angie replied “There’s nothing wrong with you. It just means you’re wired differently, that’s all.”

I was nervous and scared as I yelled out “What are people going to think?”

Brooke replied “It’s not like you have a stamp on your forehead that says I’m gay. You’ve always been gay, you just realized it for the first time today. You’re still you. Anyway, I’m drunk and tired as hell. I’m going to bed, goodnight all” she said as she left the living room and went up the stairs.

I looked at Angie and said, “I don’t want to be gay.”

Angie laughed and said “I don’t think want has anything to do with it, Hallie. Another drink?” she asked as I shook my head yes.

I sat on the couch as Angie made the drinks and handed me one. “You know when I kissed Brooke it felt weird but when I kissed you it was nice.”

I looked at Angie in surprise and said, “I thought you said you felt the same way afterward when you kissed Brooke.”

She smiled at me and said “So I lied. Sue me” as she laughed.

“Look I liked kissing you. Maybe it means I’m bi-sexual?” she asked.

“Angie, I have my own issue I’m dealing with here.”

She rolled her eyes and said “It’s only an issue if you make an issue out of it. Come with me she said as she arose from the couch and walked into the guest bedroom on the first floor she was staying in. I followed her and sat down on the bed.

“Okay you’re probably gay and I may be bi-sexual but let’s keep this party going. Take off your shirt.”

I looked at Angie and said, “I’m not taking off my shirt Angie.”

She looked at me and said “Fine, I’ll do it then.” Angie removed her shirt and took her bra off. She looked at me and asked, “What do you think?”

With my eyes opened wide I replied “Nice” as my heart raced.

Angie rolled her eyes and said “No, what are you thinking right now as you look at me.”

I took a sip from my drink and said, “I think I want to touch your breasts.”

Angie smiled at me and took of her shorts and panties. She was standing in front of me completely nude. She was so pretty and looking at her body turned me on. I swallowed hard and said “I’m ninety nine percent sure that I’m gay.

She laughed and said, “Well I need to know something so if you would as so kind to join me in the nude I can find out.”

I was nervous, but Angie was my friend. I arose from the bed and removed my clothing. I was now nude in front of Angie. Angie looked at my body up and down, down and up and said “Well I know that I like guys but I’ll be honest. If you wanted to have sex with me right now I wouldn’t say no.”

Hearing Angie say that brought a combined feeling of nervousness and excitement. She was beautiful and she thought that I was pretty enough that she would have sex with me. I wanted to move my body forward, kiss her and feel her body against mine.

We stood there for a moment fixated on each other as Angie laughed and said, “I guess we’re both discovering something today” as she proceeded to put on a pair of pajama shorts and a tee shirt.

I put my clothes on and said, “I guess so.” I hugged her goodnight and went home.

That night I became worried that Brooke discovering I was gay would hurt our friendship but it didn’t. Nothing at all changed between us. It made me feel foolish that I even questioned that our relationship would change. I broke it off with Arnold telling him that it was best we break it off before it became too serious and we both went our separate ways after graduation. To my surprise he agreed which made me think that the only thing that he wanted from me was sex before he went off to college. A few weeks later Brooke broke it off with Will saying that he was a player, whatever that meant.

“To think I was going to have sex with him” she said in relief. “He came onto Taylor” she told me which she only found out about because she and Taylor got into an argument in the locker room after practice and Taylor thought it would be hurt Brooke. When Brooke confronted Will he didn’t deny it. Brooke said she wasn’t dating anyone else during high school and that maybe she would meet someone in college. She had thought that she wouldn’t get any scholarship offers but she did get many and of all places UCLA which also offered Angie a scholarship. Angie and Brooke would be going to UCLA next year and I had no idea what I was going to do with myself. I never did join glee but instead continued to sing to my collection of stuffed animals in my bedroom. With the constant harassment from Brooke, Angie, my father, Uncle Andrew and Ella I decided to apply to UCLA’s performing arts program and to my surprise I was accepted. I would be going to college with Brooke and Angie and I couldn’t be happier. It was getting close to graduation when my father asked me what I would think about him getting re-married. I told him that I had no problem with it and that I loved Ella. My father showed me the engagement ring and it was beautiful and expensive. When I asked him how expensive he told me that Ella would be wearing the car he was going to buy me on her finger.

The night that my father was to propose Brooke was over at my house. We were talking about college when my father walked into the living room. I could tell he was nervous, and I could tell that Brooke knew he was nervous.

Brooke looked at my father and said “Lee, what’s the deal?”

He shrugged his shoulders and asked, “Deal with what?”

She rolled her eyes and said “You’ve been with my mom for almost two years and you practically live together. If she’s not here you’re at my house. Why do you seem so nervous? It’s not like you’re going on a first date or something.

My father lied and said “I have no idea what you’re talking about Brooke. I’m not nervous know it all” as he left the house.

As I sat on the couch eating a rice cake I said “I hate rice cakes. It has no taste. I might as well be eating Styrofoam.”

Brooke could see that I was trying to change the subject. She smiled at me and said, “If you don’t tell me what you know I will physically hurt you.”

I rolled my eyes at her and said, “No you won’t.”

She smirked and said, “You’re right I won’t but if I’m really your friend you would tell me what you know.”

I sighed and said “I can’t. It will ruin the surprise if she says yes” not realizing what I just said.

“Holy shit. Lee is proposing!” she screamed out in excitement. Remember when I said if this works out we could be sisters!”

I nodded my head yes and replied, “She still has to say yes.”

Brooke laughed and said “She’s been dying for him to ask. As the sky is blue my mom will agree to become Mrs. Anderson.”

I was ecstatic. Brooke was my friend, but she could very well be my sister.

“Is it common for step sisters to make out?” I laughed.

Brooke laughed and said, “For some, sure.”

To our delight when my father arrived at home with Ella she was wearing the ring. We all hugged and kissed and I told them how happy I was for them. I discovered that there is more than one person out there when it came to love. As much I missed my mother I knew that my father missed her probably more than I did. She was the love of his life and the person that he wanted to grow old and gray with. Ella had been married before and when she married I believe that she thought she would grow old and gray with Brooke’s father, Kevin. It made me hopeful that me, Brooke and Angie could find that kind of love one day.

As the school year progressed I came to grips with the fact that I was gay. I found myself looking at girls in the same way that I always had but finally understood why. It brought me a sense of peace and calm. When a pretty girl looked at me I wondered if she was looking at me in the way that I was looking at her and for the same reason. I sometimes thought that my life would be easier if I wasn’t sexually attracted to girls but Brooke wasn’t and she didn’t have anyone special in her life either. The difference was that it was her choice and for me not so much. I was scared for anyone to know that I was gay and feared that the pointing and the name calling would begin anew. Except this time, it wouldn’t be for my weight it would be for my sexual orientation so I felt it would be best to do nothing. After all, high school was almost over and college was just around the corner.

We were a few weeks away from spring break. Brooke, Angie and I were going to New York City for five days and I was excited. However, I was just as excited for my uncles wedding. He and Bonnie were a few days away from tying the knot and I was happy for him. He was like my second father and to see him and Bonnie be so happy together made me feel happy. I was shocked when Bonnie asked me to be in her bridal party. She told me that I meant so much to my uncle and her that she couldn’t imagine me not being front and center to watch them on their special day. I really didn’t want to be in the bridal party but I could think of a polite way or reason to say no so I smiled and said I would love to. During the vow’s I could see Bonnie’s nephew, Anthony, who was in my uncle’s wedding party smiling at Brooke as Brooke smiled back at him. He was cute, tall and had a great smile. He came in from Rhode Island for the wedding and was twenty. I felt happy when my father, who was Uncle Andrew’s best man, gave Uncle Andrew the ring and he placed it on Bonnie’s finger. I felt ridiculous in the bright pink dress that I was wearing but felt pretty at the same time. We did the customary photographs after the wedding and it was time to party. The reception was being held in an amazing hall that was connected to the hotel everyone was staying at. Getting drinks was not a problem. Brooke and I were drinking heavily throughout the night and the more drunk I felt the more fun I was having.

Midway through the reception Brooke asked, “Would it make me a slut if I let Anthony fuck the ever-living shit out me?”

I shrugged my shoulders and said “Who would know. He lives in Rhode Island.”

Anthony had eyes for her and with good reason. She looked amazing in her tight blue dress and heals. Her makeup was flawless and she looked amazing. As Brooke and Anthony danced I went over to the bar to get another drink. As I ordered I said out loud “I’m going to regret this in the morning. I love drinking but so many calories. I’m going to have to do a triple workout to burn this off” as I heard laughter from behind me. I turned around to see where the laughter was coming from. There stood a gorgeous short girl with blond hair and black eyes. She couldn’t have been more than five-feet two inches. She wore a tight black dress and huge black heels.

“I know what you mean. I was just thinking the same thing. I’m Melody by the way.”

I responded, “Hi Melody, I’m Hailee the groom’s niece.”

She laughed and said “No shit, I’m the bride’s niece. Look at my fucking brother. I knew he was going to meet some girl tonight even though I didn’t think she would be that hot.”

I laughed and said, “That’s my sister, Brooke, well soon to be step sister.”

The bartender handed me my drink as I handed it to Melody and order another drink and two shots.

She smiled at me and said “Wow, you’re drinking vodka and cranberry too” and laughed.

The bartender handed me the shots. I handed one to Melody and we did the shots in seconds.

“Fucking Anthony! He gets the hottest girls. Just once I want to get a girl as hot as that.” She quickly realized what she had just said and became a bit embarrassed.

With liquid courage flowing through my veins I replied, “I know she’s hot and all but am I not hot enough for you?”

She smiled at me and said “I wouldn’t have guessed it.

I took a sip from my drink and replied “What? That I like girls and that I find you to be fucking hot?”

She nervously laughed and said “I need to use the little girl’s room. Don’t move” as she quickly made her to way to the restroom.

Brooke came running over to the bar and said “I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to do it.” I looked at her and laughed. She ordered a drink and two shots and handed me a shot as we quickly drank them.

I looked at Brooke and said, “I think his sister likes me?”

Her mouth opened wide and she said, “Go for it” and hugged me.

I stood at the bar for what seemed like forever. I watched Melody exit the restroom and head in the opposite direction. I was confused and disappointed. I finally found the courage to come onto a girl and she shot me down. I pounded my drink and ordered another. I made my way out of the reception and went outside to get some air. I was outside for about five minutes when I saw Melody come outside.

She made eye contact with me when I said “Sorry, I’m out of here. I figured it would be easier for you to avoid me if I wasn’t out here.”

She looked at me and said “I’m not avoiding you. I’m just nervous. I couldn’t imagine a girl who looks like you would want anything to do with a girl who looks like me.”

I was puzzled and said “You have to be kidding me. You’re beautiful.”

She laughed nervously and said “Thank you but I haven’t always looked like this. I used to be about fifty pounds heavier and I’m still getting used to people looking at me the way that they do. I know it sounds stupid.”

I couldn’t help it, but I laughed. I could tell that my laughter made her uneasy so I said “It’s not stupid. I used to be over two-hundred pounds.”

She laughed and said, “No fucking way, there is no way.”

I laughed again and said “Oh yeah, I was over two-hundred pounds and used to wear these ugly thick glasses. If you saw how I used to look you wouldn’t take a second look at me.”

We talked for a while and both decide to rejoin the reception.

We sat together and continued to drink. My father didn’t notice that I was drinking at all. He was so into Ella that a meteor could have been just outside the window and he wouldn’t have taken his eyes off her. I was feeling great and said “Melody, just because we’re both lesbians it doesn’t mean we have to do anything with each other.”

She looked at me nervously and responded, “I know but I want to.”

I smiled at her and said “Okay, if you still feel that way once the cake is cut than let me know.”

We watched as my uncle and her aunt cut the cake. She grabbed my hand and pulled me from my seat. We didn’t say a word as we walked from the reception hall into the hallway that connected the reception hall to the hotel. We made our way into the elevator.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

She looked at me and ran her fingers through her hair and replied “My room. I’m sharing it with my brother. We have about an hour before the reception is over and he heads over. She put her key card into the slot and the lock turned green allowing us entry into the room. Inside the room were two queens size beds. She walked me over to the bed furthest from the door.

I looked at her and said “I’m nervous. I’ve never done anything with a girl expect for kiss.”

She smiled at me and replied, “Me neither but I know exactly what I want to do to you.”

I sat on the edge of the foot of the bed as Melody began to kiss me. At first, we just touched lips but I soon felt her tongue in my mouth. I touched her tongue with mine. Unlike when I kissed boys and very much like when I kissed Angie my body became warm and my body tingled. She kissed me passionately as I wrapped my arms around her head and kissed her back. She kicked off her shoes and removed her dress. She started kissing me again as I unhooked her bra. She stopped kissing me and looked at me as I looked at her exposed breasts. I was turned on and wanting to be touched by her. She smiled seductively at me and pull my panties off by reaching underneath my bridal party dress. She pulled my dress up exposing my vagina.

“I want to look at you. Take off your clothes” she said as she breathed heavily.

I arose from the bed and removed my dress and took of my bra. For the second time in my life I stood nude in front of another girl but this time unlike the first I was going to have sex. I pulled her panties down to her ankles as she kicked her panties off. As I looked at her nude beautiful body I became aroused.

“Hallie, lay down” she said as I laid my nude body onto the center of the queen size bed.

She smiled and went straight down toward my vagina. She kissed my vagina as a shiver ran through my body. I then felt her warm, wet and soft tongue on my vagina. She licked the top of my vagina and then inserted her tongue inside of me. She alternated between licking the top of my vagina and inserting her tongue in and out of me. I breathed heavily as I watched her head in between my legs. I once said that there was a one percent chance that I wasn’t gay but I now knew that one percent chance no longer existed. As her tongue moved in and out of my vagina she began to rub my clitoris with her fingers. It felt amazing and I couldn’t help moaning and groaning as she continued. She started moving her tongue in and out of me faster as she rubbed my clitoris more quickly. My body trembled in pleasure as she again started to move her tongue and fingers faster until it felt as she was moving her tongue and fingers in hyper speed. I clenched my teeth tightly as I felt a feeling unlike anything felt before and I felt my limbs become weak. I had never had an orgasm before, but I was pretty sure that I had just experienced my first.

I didn’t know what to do with myself but for some reason I laughed as I said, “I think you just made me come.” Melody arose from between my legs. Her cheeks and her chin were wet. She climbed on top of me as I kissed her. Her mouth tasted different from before and the thought of me tasting myself in her mouth turned me on. I rolled her over so that I was now on top of her. I kissed and licked her neck. I licked her from her neck down to the middle of her breasts. I licked her right nipple as I touched her left nipple with my left hand. Her nipples were rock hard and it drove me crazy. I kissed down the center of her stomach and found my mouth inches away for her crotch. I closed my eyes and licked her clitoris. I inserted my tongue inside of her. I enjoyed the taste of her and it turned me on even more. I stuck my tongue as deep inside of her as I could and started to rub her clitoris as fast as I could. She started to shake and moan loudly. The louder she became the more turned on I became. I moved my tongue in and out of her as fast as I could while rubbing her clitoris in the same manner. She screamed out loudly until each scream became less loud. She was breathing heavily and sat on her elbows.

“Hallie, that was amazing!” she laughed out. My face was dripping wet so I used the comforter on top of the bed to wipe my face. I laid on the bed next to her as and placed my right arm across her body.

She cuddled up next to me and said, “I’m cold.” We climbed underneath the blankets as she cuddled up against me. The feeling of my breasts pressing against her back felt amazing. I kissed her cheek and closed my eyes as I fell into a peaceful sleep. I was awoken in the morning by the sound of a loud hard snore. Melody was sound asleep. I looked over to the bed next to ours to see Anthony asleep, snoring loudly on the bed with his legs resting on the floor. His suit jacket was on the floor but his tie and shirt was still on. As I got out of bed I accidentally woke up Melody. As I put my dress on she smiled at me, looked over at Anthony and shook her head.

“I think we had a better night than he did” she said to me. I laughed but realized that Brooke didn’t have a night that was close to mine as I observed her snoring brother.

I kissed her, and she said “Thank you Hallie. I’ll never forget last night. Guess I’ll see you around.”

I smiled and said, “See you around Melody, bye” as I walked out of the room.

It didn’t feel like I was walking, it felt like my feet weren’t even touching the ground. I just had my first sexual experience with a girl and I liked it. I now knew that there wasn’t any doubt that I was indeed a lesbian.

As I entered my hotel room Brooke was waking up. I guess the sound of me using the card key and opening the door made enough noise to wake her up.

“What time is it?” she asked.

I went into my hand bag and removed my cell phone. “It’s 7:15AM” I answered.

Brooke looked at me and asked, “Have a good night?”

I couldn’t stop the huge smile from forming as I exclaimed “Amazing night!”

I told Brooke what transpired between Melody and I the night before.

“Her brother could learn from Melody” she said.

“What happened with you two last night?” I asked with curiosity.

With a disappointed look, she said “Not much. We were getting all hot and heavy. He climbed on top of me and we grinded against each other and then he came. He was embarrassed, he apologized and then he left. That’s all. I’m ready to go.”

“Can I at least take a shower?” I asked as Brooke replied “We’re only a little over an hour away from home. Can’t you shower at home?”

I could tell that Brooke really wanted to leave so I changed out of my dress and out the door we went. As we drove Brooke asked, “Did you get her number?”

I replied “What’s the point. She lives in Rhode Island on the other side of the country. I’ll take it for what it was, a magical night with a person I’ll never see again.

Brooke started to laugh and said, “Also called a one-night stand.”

I thought for a moment and said “No, it wasn’t just sex we connected.”

As Brooke drove, she turned her head to me and said “A connection that led to sex as in a one-night stand. I’m not saying it’s bad. I would have had a one night stand last night if the cowboy could have gotten the gun out of the holster.”

I laughed and for the first time I thought that being gay had an advantage. “I never have to worry about a cowgirl having trouble getting her gun out of her holster” I said as I laughed.

Brooke said, “So true.”

It was now time for spring break. Me and Brooke flew out of Arizona and would be meeting Angie in at the airport in New York City. With only five days in the city that never sleeps and so much to see and do what got right to the touristy things to. We went to the Empire State Building, took a ferry to the Statue of Liberty, went to the Museum of Natural Art and History, to the Freedom Tower and memorial, went to a baseball game in the Bronx and finally a Broadway show. The Broadway Show was a musical. I had never been to a musical before but watching the performance was magical. I pictured myself as the leading lady with all eyes in the audience focused on me as a sang and acted. It was at that moment that I truly felt that I had made the right decision in choosing the performing arts as my career path. I laughed, I cried, I clapped and at the end of the performance I gave a standing ovation along with most of those in attendance. I was thankful to have people in my life that cared so much for me that they pushed me into UCLA. It was as if people saw things in me that I couldn’t see in myself. It was our last night in New York City. We had an afternoon flight back to Arizona. As we sat in the hotel room thinking of how to end our time in Manhattan, Angie came up with an idea.

“There are so many places to go and so little time to see and go. We’re all underage and there’s no way we’re getting into any hot spots with our bogus id’s. My cousin told me about this dive bar that’s cool. If we dress the right way, they won’t even card us” Angie said.

Brooke asked, “Dress the right way?” as Angie smirked and said, “We need to dress as slutty as possible” and laughed.

That night we all dressed as provocatively as possible, in skimpy tight dresses and high heels. Just as Angie’s cousin had told her, the bouncer didn’t ask as for identification. We exited the cab and went right inside and with good reason. We all looked amazing. The bar was packed with men and women of all ages but it seemed as most of the crowd were close to our age. It seemed that most people in this bar weren’t of legal age but the atmosphere was fantastic. The drinks were inexpensive, compared to most bars anyway, and we were having a great time. Guys were all over Angie and Brooke. If they paid for two drinks the entire night it would have been a lot. I personally didn’t care for large crowds as it made me nervous. Whenever I was in a large crowd it felt as if everyone was looking at me. Perhaps it was my mind paying tricks on me and a result of all the years of bullying that I endured. I sat at the bar for most of the night by myself as Angie and Brooke would take turns to spend a few minutes with me to make sure I was alright. There were three bartenders working, two men and a woman that I couldn’t help but stare at. I was developing a bad habit of staring at women that I found attractive but couldn’t stop myself. Guys were trying to buy me drinks all night but I didn’t want to lead anyone on. It would have made me feel terrible to let a guy spend his money on me thinking that something was going to happen between us when I knew nothing would. The woman bartender was about five feet five, very petite with long black hair and light green eyes. If I had to guess I would day she was in her mid to late twenties. As the night went on the bartender made her way over to me.

“Guys have been trying to buy you drinks all night and you keep refusing them so let me buy you a drink” she said as she smiled with a bright big beautiful smile.

I smiled back at her as she made me the drink I was drinking all night, vodka and cranberry juice. We made small talk when she bluntly asked me “How long have you been into women?”

I was shocked that she was so forthright and replied, “How do you know I’m into girls?”

She laughed and said, “No straight girl will turn down cute guys for free drinks and spend the night sitting alone staring at the bartender.”

I was embarrassed as I said, “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to stare at you.”

She smiled at me and said, “It’s okay, I like it” as she walked to the other end of the bar to take drink orders. It was well after 3AM and the bar was practically empty as Angie and Brooke brushed off the guys that were buying them drinks all night. I was trashed and sat at the bar with my head on the bar. Brooke came over to me and put her arm around me and said, “Time to go.”

The bartender came over to us as Angie joined me and Brooke at the bar. The bartender said “Ladies, would it be okay if I took your friend home and fucked her brains out?” I picked up my head from the bar and smiled at the bartender.

Angie lashed out “Absolutely not!’ She’s eighteen and you like thirty, she’s coming home with us” as Brooke pulled me from my seat and escorted me to the exit.

I looked at Angie and said, “The bartender is hot, and she wants me.”

Angie looked at me with anger in her eyes and so “So fucking what? You don’t have to fuck every girl you find attractive. Just because your gay doesn’t mean you can’t be a slut! She probably picks up a different girl every night. She could have STD’s for all you know.”

Angie was right. I knew nothing about the bartender but had I been there alone I may have very well went home with her. That last night in New York City I discovered that I needed to be more careful and that Angie and Brooke were truly my friends.

It was getting close to prom. I knew that I didn’t want to go but Brooke was up in the air. Plenty of guys had asked her but she felt that those guys only asked her because they wanted to have sex with her. As Brooke and I walked the hallway in the morning we came upon Kirk Levy. Kirk was a nice boy who never once made fun of me. He was tall, skinny and wore thin framed glasses. It was no secret that he had the biggest crush ever on Veronica Wells. As me and Brooke walked we saw Kirk trying to ask Veronica to the prom.

“Why would I go to prom with you of all people?” she laughed. 

Kirk replied, “Veronica you know I how I feel about you. I’m a good guy and I can treat you the way you deserve to be treated.”

Veronica looked at him with disdain and replied “Kirk, I don’t know how many times I have to say this, but the answer is no!”

Kirk looked sad and defeated as he put his head down and started to slowly walk away as we passed by them. Brooke suddenly stopped and looked at me with a mischievous smile. She turned around and started walking toward Kirk.

“Kirk!” she screamed out as Kirk stopped dead in his tracks. Brooke made her way over to him and it seemed with all her might she slapped him across the face.

Kirk put his right hand over his cheek as Brooke spoke loudly “How dare you ignore me? Why won’t you answer my calls or my texts? How could you give me multiple orgasms and make me feel something for you and treat me this way? You are the best I’ve ever had and you were supposed to ask me to prom! Now I see you asking Veronica? It’s because of her that you’re ignoring me, isn’t it? I Hope she’s worth it because you’re going to regret this for the rest of your life!” as she slapped him again, this time on his left cheek.”

She turned around to face me and started walking slowly toward me as Veronica yelled out to Kirk “Pick me up at six.”

Brooke smiled at me as she started walking normally. I looked at Brooke and said “People are going to think you had sex with Kirk. Why would you do that?”

She smiled at me and replied “Kirk is a good guy and for whatever reason Veronica is his dream girl. If she gives him a chance she might like him. All I did was open the door for him. Besides who cares? In a little over two months we won’t ever see most of this people ever again” she giggled.

I admired Brooke. I would have never thought about doing what she did for Kirk let alone have the courage to do what she did. I felt proud that she was my friend and would soon be my sister. At the end of the day, I met up with Brooke at her locker. As I stood there watching Brooke put books into her locker and take books out and place them into her book bag Kirk come walking over to her.

“Brooke, thank you so much for doing that for me this morning. I can’t believe Veronica is going to prom with me. Veronica Wells is going to prom with me because of you.”

She gave him a big bright smile as she replied “No need to thank me. You deserve a shot” as he hugged her tightly and he handed her a folded piece of paper.

He smiled and said, “Nice guys do deserve a shot” as he hugged her again and walked away.

Brooke opened the folded piece of paper and started to read. She stood there reading for a few minutes and smiled big and bright as she folded the paper and put it in her back pocket. She closed the locker, we walked out the school, into her car and drove home. She didn’t say anything to me as we drove home, but she had a big smile on her face the entire time.

We got out of the car and she asked, “What do you know about Brian Sheldon?” I thought for a moment and asked, “Brian Sheldon?”

She nodded her head yes as I tried to place the name with the face. “Oh, Brian. He’s super smart, cute and very shy. I’m pretty sure Kirk is his best friend” I told Brooke.

“He ever made fun of you?” she asked.

I thought long and hard. I couldn’t remember Brian ever making fun of me. I do remember that we had lunch together in the library a few times but other than that I really didn’t know him well, not like I did anyone not named Brooke or Angie. I looked at Brooke and shook my head no. We walked into Brooke’s house and into her bedroom.

“We have three classes together. He sits a few rows down from me in every class in the same aisle. I catch him staring at me all the time but when I try to make eye contact with him he always looks down at his desk and pretends to be reading or thinking about something” she told me. She removed the folded piece of paper from her back pocket and handed it to me.

I unfolded the paper and began to read “Dear Brooke, I want you to know how nice it was of you to do what you did for Kirk today. The way he feels about Veronica is the way I feel about you. The first time I ever saw you it felt like time stood still and my heart stopped beating. You’re the kindest, sweetest person I ever known. You’re intelligent, brave and outgoing, everything that I’m not. I love the way you bite your bottom lip when you’re deep in thought. I love the way you brush your hair back behind you ear with your left hand. I love the way you smile and the way you frown.  I love how you stick up for people who are too scared to stick up for themselves. I’ve spent close to two years trying to build up the courage to speak to you but you make me so nervous that I can’t get a word to leave my mouth. The only thing I can ever do is to nervously look away when you catch me looking at you which is always. If you think that Kirk is worthy of chance with Veronica then maybe, just maybe you think that I’m worthy of a chance with you? All I want is one date, this Saturday night. I’ll understand if the answer is no. You are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen and why would you want anything to do with me? Then again, dreams can come true. You made Kirk’s dream come true to maybe you can make mine come true. I hope your answer is yes. Brian.” 

After reading the letter I knew why it brought smile to her face. It was so sweet and came from his heart. I smiled at Brooke and asked, “Are you going to let him take you out on a date?”

She thought for a moment and replied, “How can I say no?”

The next day at school, Brooke and Kirk was the talk of the school. Rumors were fast and furious how Kirk slept with Brooke and how Veronica stole Kirk from her. I was appalled but Brooke could care less. At lunch, I asked Brooke if she has spoken to Brian. She shook her head no and said “He won’t talk to me. Last period I stared at him for a good five minutes but he wouldn’t make eye contact with me. Looks like I have to take matters into my own hands.”

We saw Kirk walking by our table as Brooke said “Kirk, tell your friend to meet me at my locker after last period” as Kirk smiled and said, “No problem, consider it done.”

After last period, me and Brooke walked toward her locker after going to mine to find a nervous Brian pacing back and forth in front of her locker. She walked up to Brian and said, “You know if you’re going to take me on a date you need to speak to me.”

Brian didn’t say a word, but his face lit up with a big bright smile.

“I want you to know that the letter you wrote me was the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me. Thank you” Brooke told Brian as she leaned in and gave him a long slow soft peck on his lips.

Brian looked like he wanted to faint and nervously asked “What time should I pick you up?”

Brooke grabbed a pen from her pocket and grabbed his right hand. She opened his hand and wrote her cell phone number with a heart with 8PM under her number.

Brian looked in his hand and smiled. “I’ll call you tomorrow?” he said as if almost asking as Brooke smiled and nodded her head. He slowly walked away as he stared into his hand.

As Brooke fumbled through her locker I kept my eyes on Brian to see him close his right hand tightly and punch the air. On Saturday morning, I went over to Brooke’s house for our morning run. As we jogged we talked about her date that night with Brian.

“He wanted to take me to some fancy restaurant for dinner, but I told him I wanted to go to Fun Land. I know it’s a little kiddy and all but it’s laid back and should be fun. If I can’t get him to talk to me there he won’t talk to me anywhere.”

I was surprised to see how excited Brooke was about going on a date with Brian. After Will she had said she wasn’t going to date anyone but here she was going on a date with Brian. I was at Brooke’s house when Brian came to pick her up. I could tell that he was more than nervous. You could hear the nervousness in his voice as he spoke after Brooke ran down the stairs and gave him a hug and said, “Let’s go.” He walked outside with her and opened the passenger side door for her to get into his car. As they drove away It brought a smile to my face.  

I went to my house to find my Uncle Andrew and my father sitting on the couch watching baseball and drinking beer. “Where’s Ella and Bonnie” I asked as my Uncle Andrew replied, “Out shopping as usual”

I went up the stairs and into my bedroom and listened to music as I read a magazine. I heard a knock in the door as I said, “Come in.”

My dad entered the room and said “Double m, prom is coming up. Do you need Ella to take you dress shopping?”

I shook my head no and replied “No, I’m not going to prom.”

My dad looked surprised and asked, “Hasn’t anyone asked you?”

I nodded my head yes and replied “Yeah, but there’s no one I want to go with. I think I’ll just sit home or something.”

My dad said “Prom is a party and you don’t really have to go with someone you have romantic feelings for. I think you should go and have fun. It will be the last time you and your friends have to spend together in high school that means anything.”

I rolled my eyes and said “Dad, I have two friends and one is in Los Angeles. It’s no big deal if I miss prom.”

My father wouldn’t take no for an answer and was badgering me. It was starting to make me angry. “What about Arnold? He was nice” as I said back in an angry voice “We broke up Dad.”

“Why was that anyway? It seemed like you both were into each other.”

Without thinking and in frustration I yelled out “What happened is that Arnold isn’t female!”

My father looked at me with his eyes wide open and sat down on my bed. He didn’t say a word but smiled and let out a laugh.

“Dad, do you understand what I just said?” I asked in a low nervous voice.

My dad looked at me and replied, “Yeah I’m pretty sure you just told me you’re gay.”

I stood there in silence for a moment and asked, “You don’t care?”

My father shook his head and replied “The only thing I can about is your happiness. I always told you that you are your mother’s daughter.

I replied by saying “Huh?”

“You know that story me and mom used to tell you about the first time we locked eyes?”

I knew the story well as I had heard it hundreds of times and replied as a matter of fact “The basketball game.”

My father smiled and said “We left out a little part of the story. The first time me and your mom locked eyes at that basketball game she was there with someone. Her girlfriend.”

I was taken aback and asked, “Mom was at the game with a girl who was her friend?”

My father shook his head no and replied, “No as in a girlfriend as in boyfriend and girlfriend or in this case girlfriend and girlfriend. We started dating behind her back, we fell in love, mom broke up with her, and the rest is history” my father told me.

I was in shock as I asked, “Mom was gay?”

My dad shook his head no and replied “Apparently bi-sexual as witness by you standing here right now. I was her one and only boyfriend. Anyway, I don’t care that you’re gay double m. Like I said all I want for you is to be happy.”

We hugged and we both walked down the stairs. I had to be sure that what my father had just told me was factual. “Uncle Andrew what was mom’s girlfriends name in college?” I asked.

My Uncle Andrew, perhaps because he may have had one to many beers replied “Rebecca.” Quickly realizing what I had asked and what he replied he looked at my father and asked, “You told her?”

My father nodded yes as my Uncle asked, “How did that come up?”

I replied, “Uncle Andrew, it came up when I told dad that I’m gay.”

To my surprise my uncle replied “No shit kiddo. I was surprised when you started dating boys.”

I was shocked and asked “You though I was gay? I didn’t know myself until recently.”

He laughed and said “Guess, you should have asked me then.”

That night I watched from my living room window as Brian’s car pulled up in front my house. He ran around the car and opened the door for Brooke as she got out of the car with a huge stuffed bear. He walked Brooke to the front door. She put the bear on the floor as they kissed. Brian stumbled as he walked back to his car as if he were drunk. I could hear Brooke laughing through the window. I opened the door as she walked inside with the huge stuffed bear.

“Your room now!” she excitedly exclaimed.

We ran up the stairs into my room and Brooke as with diarrhea of the mouth began “I had so much fun. He’s so sweet and caring. To think that I could make someone so nervous made me feel so special. We played a ton of games, he won me the big bear, we talked, held hands and when he kissed me just now my knees became weak. We like the same music and movies and he’s going to UCLA!” I smiled as she continued to go on about her date with Brian. I was a bit surprised that she had such a good time with him but it made me happy for her and especially Brian. He took a chance and put himself out there and his reward seemed to be Brooke. I admired him and hoped that I would someday have the courage that he did when he wrote that letter and went after his special someone. Brooke and Brian continued to date.

It was a about three weeks into Brooke and Brian’s dating when Brooke said “Hallie, I’m not sure things are going to work out with Brian.”

I was surprised to hear Brooke tell me that as only a few weeks ago she was gushing about him. “What’s the matter?” I asked.

She sighed and replied “I really like him but he’s always so nervous around me. I thought it was cute at first but it’s starting to bother me. He’s kind of acting like I’m too good for him and I don’t like it” she said in a disappointed voice.

I didn’t say anything other than “Give him some more time.” I don’t know why but I found myself cheering for Brian. I knew that he made her happy but he was blowing it. I don’t know if I would have done this when I was fat and felt ugly but I was going to do something about this now. As Brooke was in the bathroom the next day taking a shower, I went into her cell phone and entered Brian’s number into mine. That night I texted Brian. After a few texts, we agreed that we would meet in front of his house that night. I put on my running gear and ran out of the house. I figured If Brooke happened to see me she would think I was just going out on a run.

Brian was waiting for me I front of his house. As I ran to him I could see a look of nervousness on his face.

“Hey Hallie, what do you need to talk to me about?” he asked.

I ran my fingers through my hair and said “Brian, what’s up with you? Why are you so nervous around Brooke?”

He looked down and replied “I can’t help it. She’s my dream girl and I never thought that it would be possible for me to date her. Now that I am I find myself in constant fear that she’s going to come to her senses.”

I sighed and told Brian “You have to get over it or she is not going to want to continue to see you unless you stop. If you can’t be yourself around her it’s never going to work.”

Brian exhaled deeply and said “I know Hallie but look at her and look at me. She’s out of my league.”

Maybe the reason why I was cheering for Brian is because I thought he was like me. He was good looking but didn’t see it himself.

“Can we go inside?” I asked as he nodded his head yes. We walked into his house and I took a seat on his couch.

“Brian, you aren’t out of her league. She’s dating you for a reason. You’re sweet, kind, funny and cute and she really likes you. If you want to be with her you need to stop worrying that she’s going to dump you for no reason.”

He looked down at the floor and said “Sound great in theory but what about UCLA? There are going to be tons of guys after her. Why would she want to stay with me?”

I smiled at Brian and replied “Because you’re you. She could be dating any boy in school and you know that but she’s dating you. Out of every boy in school she chose you. Besides you’re going to be beating girls away with sticks at school and Brooke will worry as well. If you would have asked me out instead of Brooke I would have said yes.”

He smiled and replied “Really? You mean I could have been dating girls that look like you and Brooke if I wasn’t so shy?” he asked as I nodded my head yes.

“I spent almost two years trying to build up the courage to ask her out. Now we’re dating and are going to the same college next year. I won’t mess this up” he said confidently. As I ran back to my house that night I wondered whether Brian going to UCLA was a good thing or a bad thing. It would be good if Brian and Brooke were still together when it came time for college but I felt sadness when thinking about Brian being at UCLA and seeing Brooke with a new guy. It would crush him and it made me worry a bit.

Prom was only a week away. Brooke asked, “Are you seriously not going to go prom?”

I nodded my head yes and replied “What’s the point? There’s no one I want to go with and I really don’t want to go by myself. You and Brian have a great night. I’ll just sit home and watch a movie or something.”

Brooke looked sad. She sat on her bed in silence for a few minutes when a smile slowly developed across her face. She looked at me and said “I don’t want to go either. It’s just so stupid. We all get dressed up like we’re going to a wedding, rent a limousine and go to a dance. Someone will spike the punch bowl, teachers will tell us we’re dancing too close and then you have prom king and queen. I’m not going either.”

I looked at Brooke with my eyes wide open and said “You’re not missing prom because of me. Besides, you know you are going to be prom Queen. How could you miss that?”

Brooke stood up from the bed and replied “Brian’s parents have a huge house at the lake. Instead of us going to prom I’m going to through an anti prom party. No fancy dresses, no limousines and no dates required. Come with someone or come alone. We’re going to party!”

As she finished the sentence, Brian came walking into Brooke’s room. She looked at Brian and said “Baby, I don’t want to go to prom. I want to throw a party on prom night at your parent’s lake house.”

Brian shook his head no and replied “Brooke, no way. My parents would kill me. My mother loves that house and the thought of hundreds of drunk high school kids trashing my parent’s house makes me feel ill. I have no problem missing prom but there is no way I’m throwing a party.”

Brooke bit her bottom lip and brushed her hair behind her ear with her left hand as she looked at Brian and walked toward him. She kissed him and pressed herself against him. She stopped kissing him and said “Please baby. It’ll be so nice for us to spend some quality time together when everyone leaves” as she smiled with a devilish grin.

Brian swallowed loudly and replied, “Fine but keep it small.”

Brooke jumped up and down and hugged Brian as she ran to her laptop and started to design a party flyer. The next day at school Brooke ran around the school handing out anti prom party flyers to the freaks and geeks of the school. Many of the cool kids got wind of the party and were now asking Brooke for invites. Brooke being who she is invited everyone and anyone she could find. She didn’t want anyone to feel that they weren’t welcome and most importantly didn’t want anyone to feel left out. It seemed as if the entire school knew about the party by the end of the day. Taylor was ecstatic. If Brooke didn’t attend prom she would be disqualified as prom queen thus giving Taylor the crown.

Brian had told her to keep the party small, but it was the furthest thing from small. There were at least two hundred people there. Brian was initially upset but Brooke put him at ease when she told him it would be an outside bonfire party. It was an amazing party. The drinks were flowing, the music was good and loud and people had a great time. The party was winding down.

Brooke looked at me and said, “I’ll be back in a while” as she smiled at me, took hold of Brian’s hand as the both walked away.

I sat in a chair as Veronica Wells approached me. She looked at me and said, “Tell Brooke I said thank you.” I had no clue what she was talking about as I looked around the fire and saw Kirk talking to Susan Wentworth.

“Thank her for what?” I replied.

She smiled at me and said, “For him” as she pointed to Kirk and continued “If she didn’t do what she did that day in school I would have never given Kirk a chance. I really like him”

I smiled and let out a small laugh and said, “I’ll be sure to tell her when I see her.”

Veronica walked over to Kirk and kissed him as Susan Wentworth came over and sat beside me. She looked amazing and she was at the party alone. She said hello and handed me a cup of beer.

“You’re here alone?” I asked in amazement.

Susan replied “Yeah, there wasn’t anyone I really wanted to go to prom with. I’m glad I didn’t go anyway. I’m having such a good time here.”

We drank and continued to talk as the party became smaller with the passing hours. I saw Brooke and Brian come walking over to Kirk and Veronica as they started to talk on the far side of the fire. I couldn’t help but stare at Susan. She looked so good and I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to her.

With liquid courage flowing through my veins I leaned in toward her and kissed her lips. Her lips felt amazing. When I tried to kiss her again Susan jumped back and asked, “What are you doing?!”

I felt a sense of panic come over me and replied, “I’m sorry I just thought…” as she quickly cut me off and said “I don’t know what you were thinking but I’m not into girls. I have to go” as she quickly walked off into the night.

I didn’t know what to do with myself as I contemplated drowning myself in the lake out of shear embarrassment. My eyes started to tear up and I arose from the chair and made my way to the house. I laid on the couch in the living room as I cried and stared at the ceiling. About a half hour later Kirk, Veronica, Brooke and Brian walked into the house. Kirk and Veronica went up the stairs as Brian and Brooke followed behind. Brooke made it half way up the stairs when she looked at me and stopped.

“Brian, I’ll be up in a few minutes” she said as she walked down the stairs and sat beside me on the couch. “What’s wrong Hallie?” she asked in a low voice.

“I came onto Susan Wentworth as she shot me down. When she tells whoever she tells everyone in school is going to know” I replied as tears flowed from my eyes. I sat up on the couch and hugged Brooke tightly.

Brooke looked at me and said “We only have a month of school left. Who cares what people think and say?” as I yelled back quickly “I do. It’s going to start all over again and it has nothing to do with the way I look. I lost all the weight and look the way I do now, but it won’t matter.”

Brian must have heard me yell as he walked down the stairs wearing no shirt and a pair of basketball shorts.

I look at Brian and without thinking I said, “Brian you’re hot.” Brian shrugged his shoulders and Brooke looked at me in amazement.

She laughed and said, “Are you positive you’re gay?”

I never realized how muscular Brian was. His clothes were always a bit baggy but he was ripped. I rolled my eyes and replied, “As the sky is blue.”

Brooke looked at me and said, “Don’t worry I have your back” as she kissed me on my cheek and hugged me.

On Monday, Brooke had to drag me out of bed. As we drove to school I was in a complete panic. As she parked the car I said, “Brooke I’m scared.”

She smiled at me and replied, “I told you, I have your back.”

As we walked across the parking lot Brian came running over and picked Brooke up as he kissed her and hugged her. They held hands as they walked as I walked behind them. When we arrived at the front of the school Veronica and Kirk met up with us. As we entered the main hallway I saw Susan finish a conversation with Taylor and Sabrina. As I walked I could see a huge smile come across Taylor’s face.

I was terrified and could feel my body begin to shake. Taylor looked at me and said, “Who else have you tried to kiss dyke?!”

Sabrina smiled and said, “Hey Hallie Homo!”

I put my head down and tried to stop myself from crying. Brooke grabbed a hold of my hand and picked up my chin with her hand to force me to look at her. Brooke leaned in and kissed me as I felt her tongue touch mine. I kissed her back feeling her tongue with mine. My heart was racing, and I had no idea why she had just kissed me.

She stopped kissing me and looked at Taylor and Sabrina. “Don’t knock it until you try it” she laughed out and continued “Taylor, how did it feel to put my crown on your head?” as she put her right arm across my shoulder.

Taylor and Sabrina said nothing as Brooke said, “Brian likes to watch, and it turns me on so much” as she laughed. “Me and Hallie are much more than friends” Brooke said as she winked at Sabrina. “Don’t ever let me hear any of you said the words dyke or homo again unless either of you want to eat from a straw for the rest of the school year you fucking cunts.”

We all walked away and toward Brooke’s locker.

“Brooke, what did you just do?” I asked nervously.

She smiled and replied “If people want to talk let them. I told you that I have your back” as she hugged me.

Brian looked at us both and said “You know I wouldn’t be against that scenario” as Brooke punched him in the arm and laughed as she said “You are such a fucking guy! Bye, I’ll see you at lunch. Love you” she said as Brian replied, “Love you too” and kissed her. Kirk and Veronica smiled at me and both hugged me as they walked away with Brian. “Oh my God! Do you just both say you love each other?” I asked in surprise.

Brooke smiled at me and said “We made love on Saturday and it was amazing. I never felt so close to someone before. After we finished I laid in bed, cuddled in his arms and the words just came out my mouth. I said it first and couldn’t believe that I had said it. Brian looked at me and told me he loved me too. We made love again and it was perfect. I’m so in love with him.”

I hugged Brooke tightly and said, “I’m so happy for you” as I kissed her on the cheek.

As the days went on me and Brooke were the talk of the school. As we walked, people would stare and whisper. Brooke would take hold of my hand or put her arm around my waist. I didn’t know if my mind was playing tricks on me but I often found Cheryl Adams looking at me. It was no secret that she was with Douglas Gibbs so I was sure that it was all in my head. That was until there was about a week left of school. At the end of the day as I was going through my locker.

Cheryl walked over to me and said shyly “Hallie, would you maybe want to hang out with me on Saturday night? My parents will be out of town and Doug has a family thing out of town.”

As my heart began to beat quickly I looked at her and asked, “Are you asking me out?”

Cheryl looked down at the floor and said “No, I just don’t have anything to do on Saturday night and thought it would be cool to hang out together. Besides I know you’re with Brooke.”

I laughed and replied “Okay, sure let’s hang out.” We exchanged numbers. As Cheryl walked away I giggled as I closed my locker and excitedly walked to find Brooke. I made my way outside to find Brooke talking to Brian.

“You’ll never guess who I’m hanging out with tomorrow night” I excitedly told Brian and Brooke. They looked at each other and both shrugged their shoulders.

“Cheryl Adams!” I exclaimed.

Brooke look confused and asked, “Cheryl Adams asked you to hang out?” as I replied, “She sure did.”  

When I awoke on Saturday morning I had a text message from Cheryl that simply read “Bring your bathing suit.” I had a quick breakfast and went over to Brooke’s house. Brooke was laying on the couch watching music videos on television.

“What are you doing tonight?” I asked as Brooke replied “Hanging out here with Brian, Kirk and Veronica. Lee and Mom are staying out for the night. Are you really going to Chery’s house tonight?” she asked in a concerned voice.

“I’ve noticed her looking at me a lot lately” I said confidently.

“You know she has a boyfriend, right?” she asked in the same concerned voice.

“I know she does. She probably just wants to hang out” I quickly replied.

Brooke sat up on the couch and asked “Why now? We’re a few days away from graduation but she wants to hang out with you now? I don’t get it.”

I replied, “Me neither but I guess I’ll find out tonight.”

Cheryl lived about a ten-minute walk from my house. We agreed to meet up around 8PM but I didn’t want to seem too eager so I didn’t leave my house until a little after 8PM. When I arrived at Chery’s I went straight to the backyard where Cheryl sat in a hot tub drinking a glass of wine.

“Hey, come in” she said with a cute smile. Besides Brooke, there was no longer a question as to who the most attractive girl in school was. I was looking at her. I had looked at her a lot but tonight was different. I took of my shirt and shorts revealing my tight black bikini. I sat next to her in the hot tub as she poured me a glass of wine.

We made small talk for a while when I finally asked “Cheryl, why did you ask me to hang out with you tonight?”

She smiled at me and replied, “I thought it would be fun to hang out, that’s all.”

I smiled at her and asked “Why now? I mean we’ve barely spoken even though we’ve been going to school together but here I am with you home alone and your boyfriend out of town?”

She quickly drank her glass of wine and poured another. She let out a long deep breath and said “Well, I know you’re gay and I’ve been a bit curious. I asked you to hang out tonight, so I could talk to you about things” in a nervous quivering voice.

“Things?” I asked as she nodded her head yes. “What do you want to know?” I asked.

I could tell she was nervous. With her voice quivering she asked, “How did you know?”

I told Cheryl how I hadn’t really known and how I didn’t find out until Brooke and Angie had kissed me that night. How when I kissed boys I hadn’t felt anything but when I kissed Brooke and Angie how I did feel something. That I wasn’t really convinced that I was gay until I had sex the night of my uncle’s wedding with a girl for the very first time. How that night truly convinced me that I was gay and how hard it was for me to find someone. How I had misread Susan and kissed her leading to Brooke convincing the entire school that me and her were together even though we were nothing more than friends.

Cheryl looked at me and said “I know what you mean. I’ve been having these feelings for a while but I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about being with a girl for a long time but I didn’t know how or where to begin. I’m pretty sure you’ve noticed me looking at you lately?” as I replied “Yeah, I have.”

She downed her glass of wine and asked “Do you think you could do for me what Brooke and Angie did for you? If it feels like it does when I kiss Andrew than I guess it would make me asexual.”

I giggled and asked, “You don’t feel anything when you kiss Andrew?”

Cheryl shook her head no and replied, “Not the way I think I’m supposed to feel” as she laughed nervously.

I took a sip of wine and asked, “So you want me to kiss you?”

She was nervous, and I could see her body begin to shake as she replied, “Would you?”

“Close your eyes” I told her as she did what I said. I arose from my seat and positioned myself in between her legs with my face inches away from hers. I closed my eyes and kissed her lips as she kissed my lips back. I inserted my tongue into her mouth and felt her tongue with mine. Unlike when I kissed Susan, Cheryl didn’t move away and run but instead kissed me back passionately.

We stopped kissing and I asked, “How do you feel?”

She smiled and excitedly replied “Amazing! It felt so right!” as she kissed me again.

“My heart is racing, and I feel warm and tingly. This is not what I feel when Andrew and me, kiss” she said.

I kissed her again and asked, “Do you want to touch me?”

She swallowed hard and touched my breasts. I removed my bikini top exposing my breasts and she caressed my breasts and touched my nipples. I kissed her and removed her bikini top. Her breasts were amazing. They were large and her nipples were small, pink and hard. I kissed her breasts and licked her nipples as she grabbed the back of my head.

I could feel her heart pounding as she said, “We need to stop.”

I asked, “Do you really want me to stop?” as she quickly replied “No, but I need to process this right now.” 

“I understand” I said in a disappointed voice as I put my bikini top on as she did the same.” I wanted her so bad but I understood what it was like when I realized that I was gay. I was scared and confused and my mind raced. I doubted that she felt any different at that very moment.

“You know we can just talk” I said assuredly as she replied, “I would really like that.”

As we talked I realized that Cheryl didn’t know the fat awkward girl who wore thick glasses and a baseball cap. Cheryl didn’t know that I had been bullied and that I used to be eighty pounds heavier. I wondered if I still looked the way I used to would Cheryl have invited me to hang out and confided her feelings in me? She told me how awkward she felt when she first moved into town and how she didn’t know anyone. How Andrew was popular and cute and how they started dating. How deep down inside she had a feeling that she liked girls but didn’t know how to find out and to be sure. How she admired me and wished she could be as strong as me. I told her that I was not the person she thought I was and how I used to be fat and felt ugly. How I lost my mother and brother and how I was bullied for my entire life. How Brooke became my friend and how she helped me to lose the weight and feel pretty.

She had tears in her eyes and said, “I’m so sorry, I had no idea.”

We talked for a couple of hours when I received a text from Brooke. Cheryl grabbed my phone and read the text to me. She looked at me and asked, “How’s it going with Cheryl?”

I smiled and said, “I think it’s going well” as I laughed.

I looked at Cheryl as I ran my fingers through my hair and asked, “Would you maybe want to hang out at Brooke’s?”

She smiled at me and replied “I think that would be a good idea. If we keep talking and drinking like this, we’re going to wind up in bed together.”

I laughed and asked, “What’s wrong with that?” as she laughed and said, “Let’s go.”

I texted Brooke to make sure it was okay as she replied with a smiley face. We put our clothes over our wet bikinis and walked slowly to Brooke’s as we continued to talk. I felt comfortable talking to her and was so very attracted to her, even more so when she held my hand as we walked. When we arrived at Brooke’s the music was loud. We walked through the house and into the backyard to find Brooke, Brian, Kirk and Veronica in the pool, drinking bottles of beer and laughing. Cheryl and I looked at each other and quickly removed our now wet clothes and jumped into the pool. Kirk handed us beers as we drank and joined in the laughter. I looked at Cheryl’s dark blond hair and light brown eyes as she drank her beer and talked with Veronica and wondered if Cheryl could be my special someone. We hadn’t said a word to each other all year but here we were tonight. We were already more than friends. As the night went on we all drank and drank heavily. We must have drunk two cases of beer along with the shots of tequila we were doing all night long. It was now close to 1AM and we were all wasted.

“Let’s take this party to my house. My parents won’t be home until tomorrow night!” Cheryl exclaimed as we all cheered. We cleaned up the evidence of our get together as I walked with Cheryl to my house and into my bedroom so I could get a change of clothes for the morning. I showed her pictures of my mom, Curtis, my father, Ella and pictures of what I used to look like. She stared at my old picture and looked at me.

“You were still beautiful, there was just more of you” she laughed out loud and so hard she started to tear up.

I laughed back and said, “That’s not nice you know?” as she started to laugh even harder. “Let’s go Cheryl” I told her.

We all walked to Cheryl’s house being loud and laughing. When we arrived, Brooke took another bottle of Tequila from her back pack as Cheryl went into her garage and grabbed a case of beers.

“Remind me to replace these tomorrow” she laughed as we all went into the backyard.

Kirk and Veronica jumped into the pool and began to kiss as me, Cheryl, Brooke and Brian went into the hot tub with beers, shot glasses and Tequila in hand. Cheryl looked at Brooke and said in a slurred speech “It’s amazing what you did for Hallie.”

Brooke smiled and said, “What are friends for?” as she laughed and kissed Brian.

We hung out in the hot tub for a little over an hour when Brooke said “Baby, I’m wasted. I need my bed and need my bed now” she laughed.

Cheryl replied “You’re all too wasted to walk back. Just crash here.”

Veronica yelled out “Sleepover!” and laughed as she kissed Kirk.

Brian and Brooke got out of the hot tub as Kirk and Veronica got out of the pool. Veronica and Brooke walked into the house as Kirk and Brian talked and laughed.

“Can you believe this shit” Kirk said loudly to Brian as Brian took a swig of beer and replied, “Not in a fucking million years bro!”

Kirk took a swig of his beer and said, “We’re both dating our fucking dream girls dude!” as they high fived each other and gave each other one of those macho man hugs.

Cheryl was looking at me with an intense stare. Her brown eyes felt like they were looking into my soul as she leaned in and began to kiss me. It was as if Brian and Kirk weren’t even there as we kissed passionately.

As we kissed I heard Kirk yell out “That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my fucking life!” as I heard Veronica yell out “Leave them two alone you fucking perverts” as she laughed.

We continued to kiss when Cheryl stopped kissing me and said, “I need to know for sure” as she smiled and took hold of my right hand. She walked me out of the hot tub and into her bedroom. We stood in her bedroom for about a minute just stating at each other.

We started to kiss when we heard a headboard pounding against the wall. I heard Brooke moaning and screaming as Cheryl laughed out “They’re fucking on my parent’s bed. Remind me to wash the sheets.”

Cheryl removed her bikini top and bottoms and now stood in front of me completely nude.

“Tell me I’m beautiful” she said to me as I said, “You’re beautiful Cheryl.”

“I want to look at you” she said as I removed my bikini top and bottom and now stood nude in front of her. She looked at my body up and down, down and up and smiled brightly.

“We’re both wasted Cheryl, I’m not sure this is a good idea” I told her as she laughed out loud and replied, “I may be wasted but I know what I want and what I want is you.”

She walked to me and pressed her body against mine as she grabbed my hand and pulled me on top of her onto her bed. As we were both the same height it felt like we fit together perfectly as I laid on top of her with our breasts pressed together. We French kissed as I quickly made my way down her stomach and tasted her sweet shaven vagina. She rested her legs on my back as she moaned and ran her fingers through my hair. As I licked her and heard Brooke moaning through the wall I became turned on like I had never had before. As I licked Cheryl I rubbed my clitoris and stuck my tongue deeps inside of her. As I inserted my tongue in and out of her and licked her clitoris as I touched my own I felt euphoric.

“Don’t stop, please don’t stop!” Cheryl screamed out loudly.

I stopped licking her for a moment and said, “They’ll hear you” as she quickly replied “I don’t care, I thought I told you not to stop! Lick me Hallie!” she exclaimed as I continued to taste her.

She was grinding her hips into my face as she pushed my face into her by pushing the back of my head into her. She tasted so good that I didn’t want to stop. I wanted to taste every inch of her and stuck my tongue as deep into her as I could while rubbing her clitoris as fast as I could. She was screaming loudly until she let out a series of loud of screams that got a little lower and lower until I felt her body go limp.

I looked up at her from in between her legs. She laughed and said, “I’ve never came so hard in my life” as she placed her hands over her face in embarrassment. I removed her hands from her face as I climbed on top of her and kissed her.

“I like the way your tongue tastes” she whispered and said, “I want to taste you.”

She rolled me over so that she was now on top of me and went straight down my stomach and began to lick my vagina. “Are you sure you’ve never done this before” I said as I exhaled in ecstasy.

She didn’t respond as she continued to lick me and rub my clitoris. She spread my lips apart and continued to lick me up and down until she penetrated me with her tongue. As she slowly moved her tongue in and out of me and rubbed my clitoris I wrapped my legs around her head. I pushed her head into me using my legs and laid my hands on the top of her head. I swayed my hips back and forth as I felt her tongue continue to move in and out of me. My body tensed up as I felt a rush of adrenaline throughout my body as I exploded in pure pleasure. It felt like a had a giant orgasm followed by smaller less intense orgasms. I was sweating, and my heart was racing.

Cheryl looked up at me from in between my legs. I could see her face was soaked in my juices. I smiled at her as she smiled back. We didn’t sleep at all. We talked and had sex. After we had sex we talked again. We had sex and talked until the sun came up. I never felt so comfortable with anyone in my life. We held nothing back that night. We told each other about our dreams, our fears and our hopes. We laughed we cried and we held each other tightly. Cuddling with her felt so right that I didn’t want it to come to an end.

In the morning, us girls helped Cheryl clean up as Brian and Kirk went out to replace the case of beer that we had drank. When it was time to leave me and Cheryl kissed me as Kirk yelled out “That’s so fucking hot!” as Veronica called him a pervert and punched him in the arm. Brian and Kirk left to walk Veronica home as Brooke and I walked home together.

Brooke laughed and said “Cheryl is loud. I barely slept at all” as I replied, “You’re one to talk” and laughed.

Brooke looked at me as we walked and said “We’re four days away from graduation and a couple of months from leaving for college. What’s going to happen with her then?”

I smiled widely and replied “She’s going to Loyola Marymount to study business and commerce. She’ll only be about a half hour away.”

Brooke’s eyes opened wide as she said “No way. Veronica is going to Loyola. You, me, Angie, Kirk and Brian will be at UCLA and Cheryl and Veronica will be at Loyola. What are the chances?”

I was overjoyed. I was so alone for so long but I would be in college in a short couple of months with my best friend, my friend Angie and three other friends along with my potential special someone. My father was going to marry Ella and Brooke was going to become my sister. As we walked I became emotional and started to cry as Brooke looked at me with concern.

I hugged her tightly as I cried and said “Thank you so much. I don’t know where I would be or where I would be going had you never moved next door. I love you, Brooke.”

Brooke smiled as she hugged me tightly and said, “I love you to sis.”

As we approached our houses I saw my father putting a sign on our lawn. I ran to my father and asked, “Dad what are you doing?”

My father looked at me and said “Moving on double m. I’m selling the house and we’re moving in next door. I read the for-sale sign that ended with ELA Realty Group.

My father noticed the confused look on my face and said “ELA for Ella, Lee and Andrew. Let’s go inside and talk.”

I waived to Brooke as she blew a kiss to me and went inside her house. My father and I sat at the kitchen table. My father looked at me and said “Double m, I’m selling my pool company. Your mom helped me start it and it doesn’t feel right with me getting married to Ella. This house makes me constantly think of your mom and Curtis. Ella and I talked about this for a while and I can’t spend any more time living in the past. The same way that you’re moving on to bigger and brighter things so am I and it starts and ends with Ella.”

“Dad when are we moving” I asked with tear filled eyes. My father arose from his chair and put his hands on my shoulders.

“End of next week” he replied.

I was so happy a short few minutes ago, but I was now full of grief. I told my father that I loved him and he told me he loved me too and was going next door. I went up the stairs, into my bedroom where I collapsed on my bed and started to cry. I knew that my father was marrying Ella but for whatever reason I never realized that having two houses next door to each other would result in my house being sold. It felt like I was losing my mother and Curtis all over again. I used to see their images for years after they died. The only person I had ever confided in about it was Sabrina. I wiped my tears and went into Curtis’s room and laid on his bed. I looked in the corner of the room to see him standing in his little league uniform as he waived, goodbye to me. I started to cry as I said, “I love you Curtis” I got off the bed and walked into the living room and looked into the kitchen. I saw an image of my mother washing dishes in the sink and singing as she danced in place. I yelled out “I love you” as I became startled as I felt a hand on my shoulder.

I heard Brooke ask, “Who are you talking to?”

I turned so that I could face her and replied “Mom.”

She didn’t say anything but hugged me tightly as I put my head on her shoulder. For the rest of my time in the only home I had ever known I saw images of my mother and Curtis until the day I closed the front door behind me for the very last time.

The next week my father and I were moved into Ella’s house. As the days of summer continued it was always me, Cheryl, Brooke, Brian, Veronica and Kirk. Uncle Andrew and Bonnie were always over and it felt like I had one big extended family. Cheryl had broken up with Andrew the very same day that we kissed in the morning. She had told him about us and instead of becoming upset he told her that he was in love with Sabrina, of all people, and that he was going to Arizona State with her. Cheryl wasn’t upset at all which made me believe that they weren’t meant to be together. I introduced her to my father and Ella as my girlfriend but she referred to me as her friend to her parents which made me a bit upset. However, I understood that she wasn’t ready to come out to her parents and I wasn’t going to push the issue. I remember Cheryl walking in on me as I sang “True Love” and not realizing that she was there. I remember being in shock when I met Cheryl’s best friend, a pretty girl named Michelle. I remember being so happy that Angie and Cheryl seemed to hit it off. Thinking back, it was and will always be the greatest summer of my life. The best memory I have of that summer is lying in bed with Cheryl as she told me that she loved me and I said that I loved her too.

My freshman year of college was difficult for me. Angie and Brooke had track and became instantly popular and were from Los Angeles. Angie and Cheryl had hit it off when they first met but as the months passed Angie seemed to dislike her which made me upset even though I never bothered to ask her why. Michelle, Veronica and Cheryl roomed together at Loyola as me, Brooke and Angie roomed together at UCLA. Brian practically lived with us even though he and Kirk had a dorm room on the other side of campus as Kirk practically lived with Veronica at Loyola. Me and Cheryl talked every day and texted daily when our schedules wouldn’t allow us to see each other. On weekends, I was at Loyola or Cheryl was with me on campus. She was my everything. I wanted to spend every second with her as she did with me. She encouraged me to write songs and would make me sing them to her. After every song that I sang she would always say “Amazing!” and clap her hand together. As Brooke spent practically every second of every day with Brian, Angie and I became closer than we had ever been before. Brooke was and always will be my best friend forever but Angie was pretty close second. I remember finally building up the courage to aske Angie why she didn’t like Cheryl.

When I asked she responded “You don’t like every person you ever meet. I just don’t like her.”

I knew that I loved Cheryl and Cheryl loved me, but I didn’t like college life. I didn’t like my professors and my classmates were cut throat. Many would smile in your face and stab you in the back within seconds if it meant that they would get a part in a performance instead of me. I didn’t like guys constantly undressing me with their eyes and I struggled with stage singing. It felt like I was always holding back as that was what the music called for. I loved to sing but not in the way that I had to in a musical. A little after the midway point of my junior year of college it was time for my father and Ella to finally say their I do’s. Me and Cheryl were madly in love as were Brian and Brooke. Kirk and Veronica had broken up but both had new people in their lives, were happy and were still friends which I found to be amazing. Michelle transferred from Loyola to Le Cordon Bleu College of Culinary Arts when she decided that her passion was food. I knew that Cheryl missed her badly even though she would always say “I’m happy for her.” Angie seemed to never be settled. There was always some ridiculous reason why the guy she was dating wasn’t the guy for her. I had trouble keeping track of their names so I would just refer to the guy she was dating as her new ex.

The day before the wedding Brooke, Brian and Angie flew to Arizona from Los Angeles. I enjoyed flying but Cheryl hated it. She had a fear of flying which I never understood so we compromised as people in successful relationships do. We agreed that we would drive to Arizona together but she would drive back and I would fly back with Brooke, Angie and Brian the day after the wedding. The wedding was beautiful as my father and Ella spared no expense. They’re new realty business was doing extremely well and money didn’t seem to concern my father as it always had. Brooke was Ella’s maid of honor and me and Angie were members of her bridal party. Uncle Andrew was my father’s best man.  Anthony and his sister Melody were there. Anthony with his girlfriend Amanda and Melody with her fiancé Drew.

Cheryl looked at me after I introduced her to Melody and asked, “Is that the Melody?” as I replied, “That is one in the same” as Cheryl laughed and said, “Guess she’s bi” and laughed.

Cheryl looked amazing in her classy but sexy tight blue dress. As we danced and held each other she looked at me lovingly and said, “We’re going to have a wedding like this one day.” Angie looked upset the entire night and was drinking heavily but brushed me off when I went to check on her. Thankfully Melody became her drinking buddy which seemed to snap her out of the funk she was in. That night me and Cheryl made soft passionate love. We kissed each other softly and caressed each other’s bodies like never.

As we laid in bed with Cheryl cuddling me she asked, “If I asked you to marry me what would the answer be?”

I laughed and replied, “You’re going to have to ask me before I give you that answer.”

She arose from the bed and put on a robe and went into her handbag and removed something. She walked over to the bed as I sat up. She kneeled next to the bed and asked, “Will you marry me?” as she removed a beautiful diamond ring from a small box.

My eyes filled with tears as I exclaimed “Yes!” and jumped off the bed and into her arms. She placed the ring on my finger as we kissed and had the most passionate sex we had ever had before. In the morning, we took a shower together and went downstairs for breakfast.

Brooke yelled out “Holy shit, what is that on your finger?” as I proudly showed off my ring and yelled out “Cheryl and I are engaged!”

Everyone hugged me as Angie angrily walked out.

I yelled out to Angie “Where are you going?” but she didn’t even turn around or acknowledge me.

Cheryl and I explained that it would be a long engagement and that we both had to graduate and get settled into adult life before we walked down the aisle to the relief of Ella, my father, Bonnie and Uncle Andrew. My father and new step mother left for Hawaii a few hours later as me, Cheryl, Angie, Brooke and Brian went to the house and kept the reception party going. Angie was wasted rather quickly. Her mood was concerning me so when I was finally able to get her alone I said “Angie, you need to tell me what’s wrong!”

Angie looked at me coldly and replied, “What the fuck do you care Mrs. Adams?!” as she walked up the stairs and slammed Brooke’s door behind her.

I stood there in disbelief as Brooke walked into the house and asked, “What’s up with her?”

I shrugged my shoulders and replied, “She’s your best friend so you tell me” as I walked outside to find Cheryl. We all partied for a few hours but the reception of the night before quickly caught up with all of us. We all spent the rest of the day inside, watching television and napping. 

As night came me and Cheryl went to my bedroom. As I laid in bed next to her I said “Cher, I don’t think it’s possible for anyone to love anyone more than I love you.”

She smiled at me, kissed me and said, “Make me a promise.”

Without thinking I said “Anything.”

She smiled with her big beautiful smile and said “Promise me that you’ll write me a song. I want to hear it the day we get married and then I want to hear it on the radio on my way to work.”

I laughed nervously and replied, “I can promise to write you a song at sing it the day we get married but I can’t promise that you’ll hear it on the radio.”

She laughed and said “Yes you can. You have all the talent in the world and it will happen if you believe in yourself the way I believe in you.” She rolled on top of me and began to French kiss me.

We quickly undressed each other as she went straight down to my vagina and began to slowly lick me. I was turned on and didn’t want to make slow passionate love. I wanted to have nasty, dirty and lustful sex so I pulled her up by her head to me and rolled over on top of her. I played with her vagina as I felt her become wet I inserted two fingers into her vagina, French kissed her and I quickly moved my fingers in and out of her as quickly as my arms would allow me. I rubbed her clitoris as fast as I could with my other hand and as she was about to explode and have her usual extremely loud orgasm I stopped using my fingers and covered her mouth with my hand as I continued to rub her clitoris as she came into my hand. She started to laugh uncontrollably and said “You need to do that more often. That was amazing but it’s my turn now.” Chery did to me what I had just finished doing to her and she was right, it was amazing. We fell asleep in each other’s arms.

Me, Angie, Brian and Brooke had a late morning flight and Cheryl was going to visit her parents for a little while and make the little over five-hour drive back to Loyola and then to my campus. None of us had class on Monday so when we got back to Los Angeles we unpacked, had a late lunch and hit a few bars. It was getting late and I hadn’t heard from Cheryl so I called her. When she answered I knew she was upset by the tone of her voice.

“I’m going to have dinner with Michelle and then I’m heading back to L.A.”

“Cher, it’s getting late and it’s a long drive. Why don’t you crash with Michelle and drive back tomorrow morning? Better yet just fly back” I replied.

She signed and said “I’m not leaving my car in Phoenix to get onto a coffin with wings. I promise I’ll hit the road by 8PM and be back in L.A. around one in the morning.”

I asked, “Why are you upset?” She laughed and replied “I’m not upset. Yeah, I am but I’ll tell you everything when I see you later. I love you.”

I told her I loved her too and went back to partying with Brooke and Angie. I was drunk and exhausted so I decided to go back to my room. I laid on my bed and texted Cheryl to be careful and that I loved her. I closed my eyes and quickly fell asleep. In the morning, I awoke and looked at the clock on my desk that read nine fifteen am. I wondered why Cheryl hadn’t woke me up when she got to my place. As I exited my bedroom still dressed in my clothes from the day before I found Veronica, Brooke, Brian and Angie silently sitting on the couch as Veronica stood in front of them. Her eyes were red and swollen and I could tell that she had been crying.

I looked at Brooke and asked “Why didn’t Cheryl wake me up when she got here? Where is she?”

Brooke got up from the couch and slowly walked over to me. “Hallie, Cheryl’s not here” she said as tears filled her eyes. Angie arose from the couch as did Brian as they both faced me. I felt my body become engulfed in panic as I yelled out “Where is she?!”

Brooke grabbed both my hands with hers and said “Hallie, Cheryl didn’t make it back from Phoenix. She had an accident in Palm Springs around 2 this morning.”

I screamed out “Oh my God. What hospital is she in? We have to go right now.”

I looked at Veronica and yelled out “Veronica, what hospital is she in!?” but she didn’t respond. Instead she looked down at the floor and cupped her hands over her face and began to cry.

I screamed out “Angie! What hospital is she in!?” as I saw tears leave Angie’s eyes and run down her cheeks.

Brooke held onto my hands tightly as she softly said “Hallie, Cheryl fell asleep driving this morning. Her car barrel rolled and she wasn’t wearing her seatbelt. Cheryl never made it to a hospital. Hallie, she’s gone.”

I ripped my hands away from hers and screamed out “All of you are supposed to be my friends. This isn’t fucking funny! Why would you all lie to me like this! Where the fuck is Cheryl?!!”

Angie softly said “Hallie, we’re not lying. I’m sorry but Cheryl is dead.”

I screamed out at the top of my lungs “You’re sorry?! No, you’re fucking not! You didn’t even like her!” as Angie looked at me in horror and ran out of the room.

I looked at Brooke and begged “Please tell me she’s okay, Brooke! Please tell me she’s okay!”

Brooke looked at me with tears streaming down her face and replied, “I’m sorry, I can’t.”  I dropped to my knees and screamed out in a pain I had never felt before. I couldn’t breathe as tears streamed from my eyes. It felt like my heart was being pierced and as I cried I tried to make a sound but nothing came out. I fell from my knees onto the floor and curled up into the fetal position. I gasped for air and pounded the floor. As I could feel myself becoming able to breathe again I let out a scream unlike any scream that had come from my lungs before.

Brian picked me up from the floor and said “Hallie, I’m so sorry” as he cried while carrying me into my bedroom. He gently placed me onto my bed as Brooke hugged me tightly and said, “I’m so sorry Hallie.”

I held onto Brooke tightly and whaled with my head on her shoulder as she rocked me back and forth on the bed. I let go of Brooke and laid face down on my bed as I cried uncontrollably. Brooke rubbed my back for a while until she silently left my bed and exited my room by quietly closing the door behind her. As I laid there I discovered the pain and grief that my father once felt when my mother was killed. I couldn’t imagine having a child and losing that child along with Cheryl as my father had experienced when Curtis was killed. I closed my eyes and cried myself to sleep.

I awoke a little after 3PM. I had spoken to her yesterday and she promised that she would be home a little after 1AM. My mind raced with questions. Why was it that she was still almost two hours away when she had the accident? Why was she so upset? Why did she suddenly feel the need to meet Michelle for dinner before driving back. Why didn’t she stay with Michelle instead of leaving Phoenix so late? Why didn’t I drive back with her instead of flying back? Why couldn’t I convince her to fly back and leave her car in Phoenix. Why wasn’t’ she wearing her seatbelt when she always wore her seatbelt? My mind raced with the word why with the most important question of all being why did this happen?

I took a long hot shower and struggled to hold back the tears that continued to leave my eyes like a waterfall. Once I finished showering I grabbed my cell phone to see that I had a missed call and a voicemail from Cheryl. My hands shook uncontrollably as I listened to the voicemail. “Hey baby. I lost track of time hanging out with Michelle. It was great to see her and I feel much better now. It’s a little after 9 so I’ll be back in L.A. a little later than I thought. Anyway, can’t wait to see you. I love you, bye.”

I saved the voicemail and played it over and again for at least an hour. I put my phone down and left my bedroom to find Angie sitting on the couch. “Angie, I’m sorry about earlier” I told her as I continued to cry.

Angie arose from the couch and said, “It’s okay, Hallie” as she hugged me tightly. I put my head on her shoulder as I whaled in pain and grief.

“What can I do for you?” she sadly asked me.

I removed my head from her shoulder and replied, “Nothing Angie” as Brooke and Brian entered the room.

Brooke said “Lee called to check on you. He’s sending us plane tickets to Phoenix for the wake and funeral. We’re flying out tomorrow morning. Lee and Mom will be back from Hawaii tonight. Brian is going to drop us off at the airport and drive down with Kirk, Veronica and Angie.”

I couldn’t sleep, eat or think about anything other than Cheryl for the rest of the day. For the first day of the wake I couldn’t bring myself to walk to the casket. I sat in the back of the room in the last row in silence as I tears continued to stream down my face. I had done nothing but cry for the last couple of days. I didn’t say a word to anyone as I couldn’t find the strength to speak. On the second and final day of the wake with about twenty minutes left I finally made my way to the casket from the back of the room. I looked down at Cheryl. I knew it was her but she didn’t look the way she did in life. I stared at her for a minute or so. I felt dizzy as the room began to spin and then darkness.

I awoke in my bedroom at home with Brooke and Angie sitting on the floor of my room talking. Brooke looked at me, realizing that I was awake and asked, “How are you feeling?”

I started to cry yet again and replied, “Like I want to die.”

Brooke sat on my bed and hugged me tightly and said, “You have to eat something” as she forced me out of bed, down the stairs and into the kitchen were Ella and my father were sitting drinking cups of coffee.

My father ran over to me, hugged me, gave me a kiss on the cheek and said “You need to eat. Sit down.”

“Dad, I’m not hungry.”

My father’s face changed as he said “Double m, I’m not asking you. You’ll sit down and eat something right now.”

Ella ran over to the fridge and made me a sandwich and took out a fruit salad. I sat at the table forcing the food down my throat. My entire body was in pain, my face hurt, my eyes felt like they were on fire and the side of my head felt like I got hit with something.

“That was nasty spill you took. How’s your head feeling.”

I looked at my father and said “Hurts” as I finished eating.

My father took me by my hand and walked me outside to the backyard. We both sat down on beach chairs.

“Dad, this doesn’t seem real. How am I supposed to go on without her? How am I ever going to get over this?”

My father looked at me and hugged me tightly. He responded “Double m, you’ll find the strength to go on but you will never ever get over this. God knows I never have. You’ll always feel like there’s a piece of you that’s missing but one day you’ll find someone who will help you put that missing piece of you back together. That piece of you will still be missing but it will become much smaller. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of your mom and Curtis and I’m sure that going forward there won’t be a day that you don’t think about Cheryl. You can only live in the past for so long. I can’t tell you how to grieve or for how long but I can tell you that things will get better with time. I love you baby girl.”

I looked at my father and said, “Sorry about your honeymoon. Ella isn’t too upset, is she?”

My father chuckled and said “Ella and I have the rest of our lives to be together and Hawaii isn’t going anywhere. The next day at the burial there were tons of people that I used to go to high school with. Many of whom I wished to never see again, including Sabrina and Taylor. As I watched the casket being lowered into the ground my knees became weak but Angie held me up. Cheryl’s parents kissed and hugged me as did Michelle. Uncle Andrew, Bonnie, Kirk, Veronica, Angie, Brooke, Brian, my father and Ella went to dinner that night. I ordered something but couldn’t bring myself to eat. It was if my body was there at dinner but my mind wasn’t. It seemed as if my soul had left my body.

When I went back to campus I was grief stricken. For the next couple of weeks, I skipped class and barely ate anything. I sat in bed looking at pictures of me and Cheryl and played the voicemail over and again all day. I didn’t shower, didn’t go for a walk and couldn’t bring myself to leave my room. I closed the shades so I couldn’t see the sun. I cried constantly and wished that I could be with my mother, Curtis and Cheryl. I started to think of painless ways to kill myself. I figured if I joined them the pain would forever stop. I couldn’t imagine having the strength that my father did to overcome his grief. He tried to find solace in alcohol and I knew it didn’t work for him and wouldn’t work for me. It was now going on for almost an entire month and I longed for an escape from my pain. It was early on a Saturday morning when my bedroom door swung open.

Angie stood there with a look of anger. “What the fuck is that smell?” she asked.

I looked up at her and asked, “What smell?”

“Hallie, starving yourself to death and failing out of school isn’t going to bring Cheryl back. Sitting in this fucking room and listening to that voicemail isn’t going to bring her back either. Get the fuck out of bed, now!” she yelled at me.

I looked at her with anger and yelled “Get the fuck out my room!”

Angie as if possessed, ran over to me and dragged me out of bed by my arms and pulled me across my bedroom and into the bathroom. She turned the water on and made me get up to my feet. She stripped my clothes off and forced me into the shower.

“After you’re done in there, you’re getting dressed and we’re going out. It’s a beautiful day and over my dead body will I let you spend another second in that fucking room!” She slammed the bathroom door behind her as I stood in the shower with the hot water pouring over my head and shoulders.

I spent close to an hour in the shower and wrapped myself in a towel. I entered my bedroom to find that Angie had changed my sheets and laid out an outfit for me. I laid on my bed, playing with the engagement ring on my finger.

Angie yelled out from just outside my bedroom and said “Hallie, get dressed!”

I yelled at her with disdain, “Just leave me the fuck alone! I don’t want to go out!”

Angie angrily stomped into my bedroom and yelled back “I don’t give a fuck if you want to go out or not! Get dressed or do I have to fucking dress you myself?!”

I heard Brooke and Brian enter the apartment.

Brooke entered my bedroom and looked at me. “What’s going on?” she asked.

I looked at her with tearful eyes and replied, “Angie is trying to force me out my room!”

Brooke smiled and said “Great, she beat me to it. Now get dressed so we can go out.”

“Fine!” I yelled out as I got dressed and put on a pair of running sneakers. I angrily left my bedroom and sat on the couch in the living room in defiance.

Brooke opened the door as Brooke and Angie at the same time said, “Let’s go!”

I angrily said “No! I’m not going anywhere!”

Brian picked me up from the couch and laid me across his shoulder as if I were a child as I screamed “Brian, put me down, damn it!” Before I knew it, we were all outside. Brian put me down and we all started to slowly walk. It was a beautiful day. The birds were singing, the sun was shining and there was a light breeze that I could feel running through my wet hair.

The sun hurt my eyes as Angie put her arm around me and said “You know we’re doing this because we love you. I know your grief stricken but you need to get back to living. I promise that it will get easier and I will help you in any way that I can, and I will do anything you need me to.”

“Anything?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes and replied, “Anything within reason Hallie.”

I smiled and said, “Double cheeseburgers, gravy fries and milkshakes like right now” as Brian, Angie and Brooke laughed.

Angie promised me that things would get easier and they did because of her. She would make sure I went to class, made sure I ate and would listen to me for hours in silence as I shared my grief and pain. My father was right as well. Not a day went by that I didn’t think of my mother, Curtis and now Cheryl. A piece of me was missing and I wondered if I would ever find someone to heal my wounded soul as Ella did for my father and make the missing piece of me smaller.

During summer break, Brooke went back home to Arizona for Brian as he was home sick and missed his parents even though she really wanted to stay in Los Angeles. Angie stayed in Los Angeles and I went back home to Arizona. Angie and I spoke every day and texted constantly. I was grateful to have Angie in my life and couldn’t imagine where I would be if it weren’t for her helping me the way she did.

One night as I sat in my room thinking about Cheryl, Angie called me. “What are up to?” she asked as I replied “The usual. I had a dream about Cheryl last night. She asked me about her song.”

Angie replied, “What song?” I took a deep breath and said “Cheryl made me promise that I would write a song for her and sing it to her the day we got married. She also made me promise that one day on her way to work she would hear that song on the radio. Pretty dumb, right?”

She laughed and said “There’s nothing dumb about it. She knew how talented you are and she believed in you the way that me and Brooke believe in you. Instead of sitting in your room and lounging around the house why don’t you write it?”

I thought for a moment and said “I think I will. Thanks Angie, you’re the best” as Angie replied “I know but need to go. I’m have a date with a new ex” as we both laughed and ended the call.

I went into my desk, grabbed a notepad and a pencil. I sat on my bed and began to write. The lyrics flowed from my mind as if a dam had opened. I worked on the song for days at a time as if I were possessed. The days turned into weeks and the weeks until the end of summer. I was finally happy with the song with the song title of “Promises.”

It was now senior year and I was slowly becoming myself again. I thought of Cheryl every day but thanks to Angie I was in full recovery mode. I was happy for the first time since Cheryl died and hanging out with Brooke and Angie felt like old times. Unfortunately, we didn’t see Veronica as much as we used to, and we had all lost touch with Michelle. Brian didn’t see Kirk as much as he used to as Kirk was head over heels in love with his girlfriend Holly but they still hung out at least once a week. It amazed me that Brian and Brooke were still together and happy as ever. They were madly in love and I wished that Angie could find that special someone of her own. During track season Angie suffered a third-degree ankle sprain when another runner lost her balance and fell into her running lane. She was devastated and cried for days.

“I can’t believe I’ll never race again. I’m not Brooke. She has a shot at the Olympics but not me. This was my last year to race and that dumb bitch ruined my fucking year. Seriously, who the fuck loses their balance like that running at top speed?” Her right ankle was severely swollen and she was in tremendous pain. I felt terrible for her and knew that I needed to be there for her the way that she had always been there for me. I made sure that she ate, helped her shower, made sure she took her pain medication and helped her hobble to classes. After a few weeks, it was a little easier for her to walk even though it was still painful but she could at least get around using one crutch instead of two. Brooke was away at a competition and Brian was staying at his dorm room for once. It was just me and Angie alone for a few days. We were both bored and sitting on the couch watching television as I massaged her ankle.

“Let’s go out and get wasted” as said out loud as Angie smiled.

Angie said, “That may be the best idea you’ve ever had, and I know just the place. It’s a little far but it’s cool.” She called a cab and hobbled to her room to change. I walked into my room and went to grab my cell phone to hear Cheryl’s voice but I instead turned off my phone and threw it on my bed. As we made our way outside I asked Angie “Where are we going?”

She smiled at me and replied, “Sherman Oaks.”

We arrived at our destination about forty-five minutes later. It was a bar, restaurant and lounge that had an open mic night. Me and Angie started drinking fast and furiously as performers made their way to the stage. There was poetry, comedy and music.

Angie looked at me and said, “You should do that.”

I looked at her with a puzzled look and asked “What?” as Angie replied “Perform. You’re way better than anyone singing on that stage.”

I laughed and said, “No way, Angie.”

We continued to drink and had a great time even though Angie wouldn’t let anyone come close to me. Whether it was a girl or a guy she would angrily say “She’s with me so walk the other way!”

On the ride home, we laughed and talked. When we got back home Angie said, “Can you do something for me?”

“What?” I quickly replied.

“I want to hear you sing.”

I shook my head no and said, “Cheryl is the only person I’ve ever let hear me sing like that.”

She looked at me with said eyes and said “Please.”

I couldn’t say no so I pulled up the song “True Love” and sang it to her. She had tears in her eyes when I finished which weirdly made me feel great. She grabbed her cell phone and started typing with her fingers.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Signing you up for open mic night next week. You’re performing.”

I became angry and said, “Why would you do that?”

She looked at me and smiled and replied “Because I believe in you. You never see in yourself what others see in you. I know, Brooke knows and Cheryl knew that you’re special. You need to show the world how special you are.”

I was scared and nervous and asked, “What would I sing?”

She smiled at me and replied, “Cheryl’s song.”

The following week Angie, Brooke, Brian, Kirk and Holly went with me to the open mic night. I told the man who was announcing the performers that I didn’t want to use my real name.

He asked me what he should introduce me as. “Announce me as Michelle Curtis” I replied proudly. As I watched the performers I knew that it was getting close to my time.

I looked at Brooke and said, “I can’t do this.”

Brooke smiled at me and said, “I know you can!”

As I was announced, Brooke as she did at the high school talent show, walked me to the stage with Angie hobbling behind us.

Brooke hugged me and said, “Good luck” as Angie smiled at me and said, “Go get them.”

As I made my way to the microphone I noticed a beautiful woman with long blonde hair and captivating light blue eyes sitting at a table right off the stage. She smiled at me as I nervously smiled back. The dee jay asked what music he should play for me.

“No music, just me” I nervously said. I now stood in front of the microphone and closed my eyes and began to sing “Promises.” As I sang the song I felt the nerves leave my body as I became lost in my lyrics. I thought of Cheryl and pictured her sitting in front of me with the look of love that she had for me in her eyes. I finished the song and slowly opened my eyes as I scanned the room. I could see tears in people eyes as I stood there in awkward silence. Without warning the entire room exploded in cheers and claps as people who were sitting when I started were now standing as they cheered and clapped. I felt a joy in my soul that I had only experience once before, the night Cheryl told me she loved me for the first time. I tried to fight back the tears but I couldn’t. I placed my hands over my face and walked off the stage as Brooke wrapped me in a tight hug.

As I walked toward my friends I saw the beautiful blonde woman make her way toward me. Angie hugged me and notice the woman getting close to me. Angie jumped in front of me and said, “She’s with me so walk the other way!” as the woman laughed.

“Easy tigress” the woman said as she held up her left hand exposing a huge diamond wedding ring.” She laughed again as she looked at me and said, “Your girlfriend reminds me of my wife.”

I shrugged my shoulders and replied, “She’s not my girlfriend” as the woman laughed and replied, “Does she know that?” which made me a bit confused.

The woman continued, “My limousine is outside. You need to come with me now.”

Angie looked at her with angry eyes and said, “She’s not going anywhere with you without me.”

The woman laughed and said “Fine, let’s go.” As she started walking away she yelled out “You have thirty seconds before I leave without you both!”

I looked at Angie as she looked at me. I started walking slowly behind the woman making sure that Angie could keep up. The limousine driver held the door open as me and Angie took our seats. I asked the woman “Where are we going?” She quickly replied, “My house, Michelle.”

“My name isn’t Michelle, it’s Hailee” I quickly corrected her.

As I looked at her she looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I had seen her before. “I’m Angela but my friends call me Angie. You can call me Angela” Angie told the woman.

She rolled her eyes and said “Nice to meet you Hallie and Angela. My name is Kate.” During the close to half hour drive we sat in awkward silence as the limousine pulled into an open gate of a huge beautiful home. The limousine stopped and the driver opened the door to let us out. Kate got out first followed by myself and Angie. She walked us into the house and down a flight of stairs. We were now in a recording studio. She opened the door to a giant booth where there was only a microphone and a stool. “Go inside and have seat or stand if you prefer. Sing the song that you sang just like before. I entered the booth and moved the stool and now stood in front of a microphone.

The entire room turned pitch black and I couldn’t see outside. I closed my eyes and began to sing “Promises as I had done not even an hour earlier but this time with more passion and confidence. After I finished the song the room became bright again. I could now see Angie sitting in a chair with her mouth wide open as Kate stood just outside the booth in front of a control panel with a huge bright smile on her face. There was someone else in the room, but I couldn’t see her face.

Kate looked at me and laughed as she said, “You can come out now” as I nervously exited the booth.

The woman whose face I couldn’t see suddenly stood up and used her right hand to wipe tears away from her eyes. As I walked closer to her my body exploded in excitement. I knew exactly who she was. I started to jump up and down like a little girl in a candy store as I screamed out “Oh my God! Alessandra Garcia! I love you so much!” as I ran to her and hugged her like some stark raving mad groupie. “I know all of your songs and you’re my favorite singer of all time. I love all your movies. You’re like the most awesome person ever. I can’t believe you’re here. Am I in your house? Oh My God, I’m in Alessandra Garcia’s house!” I exclaimed as I hugged her tightly.

“Kate?” Alessandra nervously said as Kate pulled me off Alessandra.

Alessandra smiled at me and said, “Thank you but if we’re going to work together you need to get a grip.”

“Work together?!” I exclaimed in shock.

Alessandra smiled and said “My label is giving me my own label and Kate has been hitting all the L.A. spots for close to a year trying to find new talent. You’re the first person she ever brought to me and she found exactly what I’m looking for. You have the look and you have the talent. I just need to mold you a bit.”

I felt like I was about to pass out when Alessandra asked, “Who’s the lucky guy?” as she stared at my engagement ring.

“Oh, my fiancé Cheryl died a little over a year ago.”

Alessandra looked sad and asked, “Haven’t found anyone worthy of taking that off for yet?”

I shook my head no and replied, “Not yet but I hope to someday.”

Kate looked at Angie and asked, “Someday?”

I looked at Angie with a look of confusion as she looked at me and then down at the ground.

“Have your agent call me first thing tomorrow so we can hammer out a contract” Alessandra said to me.

“I don’t have an agent” I replied.

Alessandra smiled at me and said “Use my agent Bruce. I promise there won’t be any conflicts of interest” as she handed me a business card. “My driver will take you both home. We’ll talk soon.”

I gave Alessandra a hug and said, “Sorry about before I promise it won’t happen again” as I also hugged Kate and said, “Thank you.”

Kate looked at Angie and me and said “Nice to have met you both. See you soon.”

As we rode home in the limousine I couldn’t stop talking. Angie was unusually quiet and smiled at me with watery eyes which I assume was her happiness for me over what had just happened.

We entered our empty apartment and sat on the couch. I put Angie’s injured right ankle on my leg and started to massage it.

“Angie this is all happening because of you. If it weren’t for you I would have never have left my room. I would never have written the song and I would have never have signed up for open mic night and I sure as hell would not be getting signed by Alessandra Garcia. I love you so much. Thank you.”

Angie looked at me with sad eyes and replied, “I love you too Hallie.”

“Why so sad, Angie?” I asked.

She closed her eyes and replied, “No reason.”

“Angie, you’re my best friend and we can talk about anything, so please talk to me” I said to her.

She opened her eyes and replied, “I thought Brooke was your best friend?”

I smiled and said, “It’s not a competition Angie” and laughed. She seemed upset. She removed her ankle from my lap and sat upright on the couch. I was confused and said “What’s with you lately? You’ve been acting strange.”

Her eyes opened wide as she replied “Strange? How so?”

I immediately responded “Like when we go out. Why won’t you let anyone close to me? It’s like you’re a jealous boyfriend or something?” She didn’t respond. “You need to answer one question for me. It’s driving me crazy and has for the longest time. Tell me why you didn’t like Cheryl” I stated.

“Some things are better left unsaid” she sarcastically replied.

I became angry and yelled out “That’s a bullshit answer. I asked you a serious question and I deserve a serious answer. Please I need to know.”

She started to tear up as she wiped at her eyes with her right hand.

“I was jealous of her, okay. It’s not like I hated her or anything I was just jealous.”

I was surprised at her answer.

“Why would you be jealous of her?” I asked in a surprised voice.

“I was jealous of her because of you. I was jealous because she had you and I didn’t. I love you Hailee.”

“Angie you’ve always had me in your life and you know that I love you” I replied with confusion.

Angie stood up using her crutch to hold her balance. She looked at me with tears now streaming down her face and said “You don’t love me the way I want you to love me. I’m in love with you and have been for years” she said as she started to cry.

“What? Why didn’t you tell me before?” I asked in amazement.

Through her tears she responded “Like when Hailee? That time we were standing in front of each other nude at Brooke’s I wanted you to make a move, except that you didn’t. I figured when we moved into together freshman year that over time you would realize how I felt, and you would feel the same way, except that when we got here you were with Cheryl. How could I say anything to you when you were so madly in love with her? The day you put that ring on was the worst day of my life. When could I tell you? When you agreed to marry her or when you mourned her death? There was never a right time. I kissed you that day for me not for you. I knew you before you looked like this and I wanted you then. I know you’ll never take that ring off for me. You don’t love me that way I can’t fucking take it anymore. My relationships never work out because none of them are you. Do you know what it’s fucking like to love someone and know that they don’t love you back? I can tell you that is eats away at you and as you do nothing more than hope that someday the person will realize it.”

I was in shock. I didn’t know what to say so instead of saying something wrong I said nothing at all. She was crying uncontrollably and tried to cover her face with her left hand.

“I’m happy for you Hailee but I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be in your life any longer. It hurts too damn much. I hope you find someone worthy of taking that ring off your finger for someday and wish you nothing but success and happiness in your career.”

She slowly limped away on her crutch and went into her room closing the door slowly behind her. I was in shock as I slowly walked into my bedroom. I laid in my bed thinking about what Angie had just said to me. The thought of not having her in my life filled me with a sense of panic and helplessness. I remember when Cheryl died my father told me that one day I would find someone who would help make the piece of me that was missing smaller the way Ella did for him. It was Angie who did that for me. If it weren’t for her I would never have been able to go on with my life. She was my protector, she encouraged me and believed in me. The thought of not seeing her or speaking to her ever again made me think of my mother, Curtis and Cheryl. They were all gone and there was no bringing them back but Angie was right next door to me. Why should I mourn her in the same way? I pictured Angie’s face, her smile and heard her voice. She told me that she loved me and I said nothing. I remember that day in Brooke’s house as we stood in the guest room nude and me wanting to make a move but didn’t. The first time I met her the way I felt was exactly the way Brian did when he expressed himself to Brooke in that letter he wrote so long ago. Was Cheryl dying the universe telling me that I should have been with Angie all along? Why didn’t I tell her that I loved her too? I should have because I do love her. I love her not the way I love Brooke but in the way that I will forever love Cheryl. I picked up my cell phone and played Cheryl’s voicemail. When the voicemail ended with Cheryl saying, “I love you, bye” I replied, “I will love you forever, bye” as I teared up and erased the voicemail knowing that it was the last time I would ever hear her voice. I played with my engagement ring for a bit and for the first time since Cheryl placed it on my finger I removed it. I kissed the ring and put it inside my drawer.

I heard the shower go on and turn off a few minutes later. I got undressed and took a shower. As I stood in the shower I thought about how I would tell Angie how I felt and feared that she would be angry for me not saying anything when she told me she loved me. I got out of the shower and wrapped myself in a large towel. I knocked on Angie’s door and slowly opened it.

“Are you up?” I asked as Angie replied, “I am now.”

I turned on the light to her room and stood there in my towel as she looked at me with a confused look. I said nothing as I raised my left hand to show her that I had taken off the ring.

Angie looked at me and said, “You took it off.”

I unwrapped the towel and it fell to the floor.

Angie nervously asked, “What are you doing?”

I smiled at her and said, “I took the ring off for you and I’m making my move the way I wanted to that night at Brook’s because I love you too.”

Her eyes teared up as I climbed into her bed and laid on top of her. “You need to be in my life forever. I don’t know what I would do without you” I said as I kissed her lips and placed my tongue into her mouth.

She passionately kissed me back as I removed her tee shirt exposing her breasts. I kissed and licked her neck as I made my way to her nipples. I licked them both and lightly bit each one as I kissed down her stomach.

“Oh my God! Is this really happening?!” she yelled out.

I said nothing as I carefully pulled her panties down making sure not to hurt her ankle. I licked her vagina lightly as she grabbed the top of my head. I slowly inserted my tongue into her and licked her sweet vagina. She tasted so different from Cheryl but I liked it. She tasted sweet and a bit tangy at the same time. I slowly inserted my tongue in and out of her as I rubbed her clitoris with my right hand. She was excited and dripping wet as I soon found my face drenched in her juices. As I penetrated her with my tongue and rubbed her clitoris with my right hand I slowly inserted a finger from my left hand into her vagina and alternated between using my finger and tongue to penetrate her. She moaned in pure pleasure and excitement as she begged for me not to stop and pleaded with me to go faster. I moved my tongue and fingers faster and faster until I was moving as fast as I could.

Angie’s body tensed up as her entire body started to shake. Like a volcanic eruption Angie exploded and screamed out in pleasure. I kissed back up her stomach and laid myself on top of her as I inserted my tongue into her mouth. “Hailee, you have no clue what I want to do to you right now but my ankle” she said in a frustrated voice.

I smiled and replied, “It’s okay baby.”

Angie told me to lay down next to her and I did. She kissed and licked my neck as she placed her hand on my vagina and started rubbing me as she used her other hand to rub my breasts and lightly pull on my nipples. I was lost in pure pleasure as she began to kiss me passionately as she inserted her finger inside of me and began to quickly penetrate me.

“I need to taste you” she said as I kneeled over her face. She placed both of her hands on my buttocks and penetrated me with her tongue as I slowly rode her soft, wet tongue. I started to move faster as she did. The way she licked me was so different but felt just as good if not better than Cheryl. Angie penetrated me as deep as she could with her tongue and left it there frozen as I rode her tongue and exploded pure pleasure. My knees became week as I collapsed on top of her. I laid myself next to hair as she cuddled up against me. I was overjoyed and felt a feeling of content that I don’t remember ever having. I was in love again and I was about to do with my life what I had thought was nothing more than a dream. I closed my eyes and fell asleep with Angie in my arms. In the morning, I slowly opened my eyes to find Angie still sleeping. I laid there and stared at her for a moment as I kissed her shoulder and remained with her cuddled up against me as she slowly started to wake up.

She looked at me and said “Good morning as we kissed each other good morning. As we laid in bed kissing and holding each other Angie’s bedroom door swung open. There stood Brian and Brooke.

Brian yelled out “I told you. I win and you’re paying up tonight” as he ran out from the doorway.

Brooke looked at us both with wide eyes and a sense of panic as she yelled out “I don’t care what I said! You’re not putting that thing of yours where you think you are!”

“You know I love you both but I don’t have to like either of you right now” she laughed. “I hope you both realize that the worst thing in the world is when Brian is right and now I have to listen to him brag for the rest of my life.”

I was confused and asked, “What was Brian right about?”

Brooke walked into the room and sat in a chair that was close to the bed.

“You know how much Brian loved Cheryl, but he never thought you were right for each other. He made a bet with me that at some point you and Cheryl would break off the engagement and you and Angie would wind up together.”

I was shocked and asked, “Why would he think that?”

Brooke shook her head and said “You know he’s a romantic. He’s always felt that you two belonged together.”

I looked at Angie and then at Brooke and asked out loud “Why would he think that we belonged together?”

Angie and Brooke locked eyes as Brooke replied, “Brian has known for years that Angie was in love with you.”

Angie looked shocked and said, “I never told either of you how I felt about her.”

Brooke laughed and replied “Like I said, Brian is a romantic and he’s always seen it. I didn’t agree so we made a bet. I chose that you two would never get together and he chose the opposite and now he expects me to pay up. I will tell you both right now that I’m welching on the bet.”

I naively asked, “What does Brian get for winning?” as Angie yelled out in song “Sodomy, sodomy someone here is going to get sodomized tonight” as she started laughing.

From outside the room we all heard Brian yell out “Finally!” as Angie started to laugh uncontrollably which made me laugh as Brooke said “You two need to get out of bed and dressed. I will eventually get used to this, but I would be lying if I didn’t say I’m a little disturbed looking at both of you right now.” 

Today I find myself to be as happy as a person can possibly be. Me and Angie married three years ago and we split our time between our condo in Los Angeles and our home in Phoenix. Brian and Brooke married a month after graduating from college. Brooke became honeymoon pregnant with twins. Brooke and Brian are as happy as they’ve ever been. Their twin boys, Dillon and Jacob are the apple of their eyes and Brooke is a fantastic mother as Brian is a fantastic father. Brooke is the head track coach for Highland High and Brian owns and operates his own recruitment company specializing in high salary business management professionals. Their house is next door to mine and Angie’s. Kirk and Veronica reconnected about a year ago and now live together close by in Scottsdale. Angie works with Beth Townsend as in the Beth Townsend. Me and Angie have become the best of friends with Kate and Alessandra. Kate calls Angela, Angie and Alessandra is not only my friend but my mentor. Kate was right the first time she met Angie when she said that Angie reminded her of Alessandra. It’s comical and sometimes a little disturbing to see Alessandra and Angie act like complete maniacs whenever a guy or girl attempts to approach me or Kate. Alessandra will curse the ever-loving life out of a person while Angie will yell out “There with us so walk the other way!” Kate loves it every time but for me sometimes I do and sometimes I don’t. My father and Ella are still happily married and live in the same house.

One day Angie and I were walking in downtown Phoenix when the most adorable little girl I’ve ever seen ran up to me screaming “Michelle Curtis I love you!” as she leapt into my arms and wrapped her little arms around me tightly.

I hugged her back and said, “You might be my biggest fan.”

The little girl replied “Might be? I have posters of you in my room and I know everyone one of your songs and I have my own Michelle Curtis fan club!”

Hearing those words come for the little girl’s mouth made me feel amazing. I smiled at the girl and said, “Well I guess you are my biggest fan” as I placed her on the sidewalk and kneeled in front of her.

The little girl looked at me sadly and asked, “Is it true that my mommy was mean to you?” I started to open my mouth to reply as I looked up and saw Sabrina. I was in shock to see her as I hadn’t since Cheryl’s burial all those years ago.

I looked at the little girl and asked, “What’s your name sweetie?”

The little girl replied, “My name is Katrina.”

I smiled and said “Well Katrina, all people make mistakes including mommies and daddies. Your mommy was mean to me but that was a long time ago and I’m sure if she had it to do all over again she wouldn’t have been mean to me.”

Katrina smiled brightly and replied, “That’s what mommy said.”

Sabrina looked at me and asked, “Can we talk?”

Angie looked at me and grabbed Katrina’s hand and said, “What don’t you and I get some ice cream across the street?” as Katrina yelled out “Ice cream!” as they walked across the street.

Sabrina looked at me and said “Hailee, I’m so sorry for the way I treated you. I wouldn’t dare ask for your forgiveness because the way I treated you is unforgivable. I know that I was a monster and if I could go back in time and do things differently I would in an instant. Thinking of anyone treating Katrina the way I treated you breaks my heart I can’t imagine the effect it had on you. I’m so very sorry” she finished with tears in her eyes.

I replied, “Do you live close by?”

Sabrina replied, “A few blocks away with my husband Robert.”

I smiled at her and said, “Well why don’t we exchange numbers and we can talk about things some other time?”

She smiled and nodded her head yes as we exchanged numbers. Angie returned with Katrina with Katrina holding an ice cream cone. I looked at Katrina and asked, “Would it be okay if I came to visit you occasionally?”

Katrina screamed out “Mommy, mommy, can she?” as Sabrina smiled with tears in her eyes and replied, “Of course munchkin.”

I hugged Sabrina and said, “Thank you.”

As Angie and I walked away down the street it amazed me how Sabrina apologizing made me feel so much better. It was because of that chance encounter that I started my anti-bullying non-profit foundation. Sabrina runs the day to day operations and we’re once again friends which is something I never thought would be possible. Sabrina had done a one hundred eighty degree turn but Taylor hadn’t changed much at all as she tried to sue me for five million dollars for defamation of character. It’s amazing what fame can do for a person as the very people who tormented, over fifty in total, submitted signed and notarized affidavits stating that everything that Sabrina, Brooke and myself said about Taylor during our seminars and online videos were true forcing her lawyer to withdraw the lawsuit. As a result, Taylor wound up losing her interior design business and now works as a receptionist at a real estate company. I guess karma does truly exist. Brooke made good on her bet with Brian that very night and even though she won’t admit it, Angie and I knew she liked it and does so to this day. When we all get wasted Angie and I sing the song that makes her laugh hysterically, “Sodomy, sodomy someone here is going to get sodomized tonight.”

I used to be a shy, overweight and lonely girl who was made fun of and bullied. Today I’m a multi- platinum recording artist having sold over ten million albums and perform in front of sold out crowds worldwide. I live to perform and the feeling I get from giving a hug to a crying and screaming fan who wants nothing more than a hug and picture with me is indescribable. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of my mother, Curtis and Cheryl. I still do see dead people from time to time. It’s usually of Curtis sitting on my mother’s shoulders as my mother dances and sings along with me as Cheryl claps her hands and dances beside them when I perform at a concert. I used to be sad that they were no longer here but today I’m thankful that I had them in my life at all. I used to be Hallie Hippo and people now call me Michelle Curtis, but I am now who I always wanted to be, just Hailee.               
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