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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    After a Spring Break of lessons Nelson Samuels couldn’t get out of his head and a whole night of writing every sad love song that came to him, the run on the Monday morning was shorter than normal mostly owing to the fact that he had only one destination in mind. Somehow, he had to get his own life on a solid track that made sense or he would never convince himself that going back home was a good idea. Hoping no one would even question it, he ducked into the psychology building and ran the steps inside up two at a time. On the third floor, he stalked down it, knowing how he probably looked in the dark gray hoodie that was trying to keep the foggy mist from soaking him to the bone. 
 
    Five doors down, he found her office. Dr. Joy Brown. There was a row of letters he didn’t understand underneath, but that wasn’t what he was after. Office hours: 10 a.m. Monday, Wednesday, Friday 
 
    He looked at his watch. That gave him a little more than an hour to get ready, and ready he was going to be. Today was the first day of his new life, and he wasn’t going to waste a minute of it. 
 
      
 
    “So did you and Greg actually survive the she-devil?” Lauren asked when Paige got to school on Monday morning.  
 
    Paige had spent the entire night trying to blot out her sister’s opinion of her—namely that she was with Greg Everett on the rebound and that he was her substitution for the fact that Nelson Samuels had a life of his own that obviously did not include her. 
 
    However, having to figure out how to explain all that out loud to her best friend, not to mention how bad she felt about how good she was getting at lying to everyone about all of it was just about to snap her already fraying nerves over the whole thing. 
 
    “How’d you know about that?” Paige asked as she pushed books this way and that in her locker. 
 
    “Bad news travels fast.” 
 
    “Wes.” 
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    “So how was Greg?” Paige asked, sincerely worried for him and glad he at least had Wes to confide in. 
 
    “Seriously considering bailing on next weekend by the sounds of it,” Lauren said, slamming her locker. Next weekend. Paige swallowed. Getting together with the guys for a jam session had sounded so good until her sister had flounced in and once again ruined how simple life seemed without her. 
 
    “Bailing? He didn’t tell me that.” Paige followed suit, slamming her own locker, and they headed to orchestra. 
 
    “’Course he didn’t. What’s he going to do, admit that Queen Taylor is freaking him completely out as usual?” 
 
    Paige’s heart fell. “I hate this.” 
 
    “I know,” Lauren said. “But it’ll get better.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Well, she eventually got over it the last time, so…” 
 
    The last time. Paige raked in those words right along with the name and face life would never be kind enough to erase themselves from her memory. Nelson. Paige sighed. Maybe she really was doing exactly what Taylor had accused her of—dating to Greg to forget about Nelson. Oh, that it would be so easy. 
 
    “I mean, not that that’s a thing,” Lauren said, obviously trying to rewind her comment. “It’s just that… I mean…” 
 
    “I know what you meant,” Paige said. “I just hate this for him.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re worth it.” Lauren hooked her arm through her friend’s as they skirted the orchestra room chaos to go over to the corner. “Besides, we’ve only got, what? Six weeks left. Can we dial down the drama for once and just enjoy this? I mean, we’ve got prom coming up, and orchestra night, and graduation.” 
 
    “Wow,” Paige said as her heart tap-danced at the thought.  
 
    “See what I mean,” Lauren said, letting her go, and Paige bent to get out her violin. “We’ve got way more important things to worry about than Taylor and her hormonal mood swings.” 
 
    Paige just hoped Lauren still felt the same way after Saturday night. She hadn’t exactly invited Taylor. It was more that Taylor had invited herself to their little get together, and something told Paige this was not going to be pretty. “Come on. The bell’s about to ring.” 
 
    “Joy for joy. Only good thing is, six more weeks, and we never have to do this again.” 
 
    Funny, as Paige followed her friend, she realized never doing this again didn’t sound nearly as wonderful as it had at one time. The future. It was now on her doorstep, and she wasn’t at all sure she was ready for it. 
 
      
 
    Nelson checked his tie and jacket before knocking on Dr. Brown’s door. Dr. Brown, his psychology teacher. The same Dr. Brown that had written about overachievers and how they over-function to meet expectations. He was pretty sure this was a good idea, but he was hoping he wasn’t just being overly optimistic.  
 
    “Come in,” she called in her perpetually chipper voice. 
 
    He took another breath and did as instructed. “Dr. Brown?” 
 
    When she looked up, her smile radiated from every part of her. “Come in. Come in. Have a seat. Sorry for the mess. Always something going on around here.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s fine,” Nelson said, picking up his hand to stop her attempts to straighten her desk which was strewn with open books and papers. 
 
    “What can I help you with?” she asked, finally laying her forearms at angles across the mess as she folded her hands in the middle of it. 
 
    “I’m… uh, I’m Nelson Samuels,” he said as he fought to calm his nerves to get through this. “I’m in your Contemporary Psychology class.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Nelson. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Hm. Well, actually, it’s about…” He lifted the little bound book in his hand. Elaine, LJ’s aunt, had said he could keep it. Not only had he kept it, but he had tried to read it three times already. 
 
    “Psychology Now?” she asked in surprise at the title. “You read psychology journals for fun?” 
 
    He smiled at that, kind of. “Well, not for fun, exactly. It’s just… I was talking with a friend of mine’s aunt over the break, and well, we were talking about classes, and I mentioned you. She thought I’d like to read your article in here about external motivation and the effect it has on high-achieving students.” Although he tried to make it sound like a statement, it was almost a question. 
 
    She could not have looked more surprised or pleased. “Well, I am impressed. Discussing schoolwork over the break?” 
 
    “Actually,” Nelson said, “I think she thought your article might help me sort some things out.” 
 
    Dr. Brown did a once-over across his clothing choice and nodded. “And did it?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no. I mean, yes, in that I can kind of see myself in what you wrote, but no, in that I’m not sure how to break out of the whole external motivation thing you wrote about. I mean, you laid out the problem pretty clearly, but it would be nice to hear more about the solutions.” 
 
    She paused, thinking about that for a second. Then, as if that thought disappeared completely, she looked up, past his shoulder to a bookshelf by the door. “I’m sorry. Would you hand me that box?” 
 
    Taken off-guard, Nelson turned and puzzled over the request. He stood, took two steps over, and put his hand on the thing. It was small, brown, and completely nondescript. “This?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Uh. Sure.” He took the box from the shelf, stepped over and handed it to her. 
 
    She promptly placed it in the center of her desk on top of all of the work she was no longer doing and seemed to have forgotten completely. “Great. That wasn’t too hard, was it?” 
 
    Nelson swallowed, wondering what rabbit hole he’d just fallen down. He took his seat again, but this time with more trepidation. “No. It wasn’t hard.” Just why she even wanted the thing was making the gears of his brain jerk and jump. After all, he was pretty sure it was empty. It didn’t help that she picked the thing up and started tossing it back and forth in her hands as she leaned back in her chair, studying him. 
 
    “So tell me about you,” she finally said, still spinning and tossing the thing around. “What does your external motivation trap look like?” 
 
    Lifting his eyebrows, Nelson began to seriously question his own sanity about coming in to talk with her. “Hm. Well, my dad…” 
 
    Dr. Brown nodded as if she had figured as much. 
 
    “He’s… uhm… He wanted me to go to Northwestern and study engineering.” 
 
    “And did you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see. Go on.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been here two years, and things are going okay. I mean, better than okay really. I’ve made the President’s List twice and the Dean’s list the other time.” 
 
    “So grades are good.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And social life?” 
 
    Wow. She didn’t pull any punches.  
 
    Nelson shifted in the chair. “I… uhm, I… It’s… okay. I mean, when I first got here, I partied a lot, but I’m really not into that scene anymore. So…” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “It’s just… It’s… I’m really starting to think,” he said, fumbling for the right words, “that this isn’t what I want to be doing. I’ve been thinking a lot… And actually, I tried to talk to my dad about it over the break, but…” 
 
    “He thinks you don’t know what’s best. That you’re young and it’s not as bad as you’re making it out to be.” 
 
    Nelson was surprised at how spot-on she hit it. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
    “I think I’m on the wrong road,” he said like he’d just put down a million pounds of baggage. “I think this isn’t what I want to do even though I’m really good at it.” 
 
    “So what do you want to do?” 
 
    He felt a little silly for even saying it. “Music. I play piano and guitar and a little drums. I write my own music, and I used to be in a band back home.” 
 
    “What happened to that?” 
 
    “The band?” he asked, and she nodded. “I came here. I… left.” 
 
    Dr. Brown’s eyes felt like lasers boring into him. “You said you tried to talk to your dad over the break. Was this the first time you’d discussed it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson admitted. “I just don’t know what to say to him to get him to hear me.” 
 
    Putting the box on top of her papers once again, Dr. Brown laid her hands on the desk next to it. “That is quite a problem.” 
 
    Just why she said it like that, Nelson wasn’t sure. It didn’t help when she got up and walked over to the window, leaving him there, staring at that stupid box. At the window, she turned and leaned on the thing, clearly revealing her multi-colored outfit. One thing was for sure, the woman didn’t have a single earth tone in her wardrobe. 
 
    “Do you know why we have problems, Nelson?”  
 
    Nelson again got the feeling that his sanity might be sorely tested in this room. 
 
    “Why… we…?” he stumbled on the words as he lifted his eyebrows in confusion. “Why… Well…,” he said, desperately trying to form a coherent thought. “Um, because life is filled with them? Because we don’t make good decisions? Because we don’t know how to run the maze right?” He was trying, and by the amused look on her face, he was not succeeding. 
 
    “All very good answers, but not quite right.” She folded her arms as she leaned back and crossed her ankles. “What if I told you there was a very good reason that we have problems? What if I told you that problems are actually the mechanism that forces us to grow rather than to stay stagnant?” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    Coming back over, she slipped a piece of paper that had writing on the back of it over and she started drawing. “So, here is your ability to handle things,” she said, drawing a small circle in the middle. Nelson wanted to tell her his probably wasn’t that big, but she didn’t give him the chance. “So all of a sudden, here comes a problem.” She put a dot on the outside of the circle. “What do you do about it?” 
 
    “Ignore it?” Nelson asked, playing the game along with her. “Hope it goes away.” 
 
    “But what if it doesn’t. What if it gets bigger?” The dot doubled in size and then tripled as she kept adding to it. 
 
    “Hm.” Nelson pulled at the edge of his jacket. “Well, I guess eventually, you realize it’s not going away, so you find a way to handle it.” 
 
    “Right.” She pointed the pen at him before drawing a larger circle that went around the outside of the dot. “You grow, and then…” With hardly even a modicum of a pause, she put another problem-dot on the outside of that circle. “Another problem. Now what?” 
 
    Although he didn’t like how the imaginary problem made him feel, Nelson saw what she was getting at. “You figure out how to handle it.” 
 
    “Boy, you’re getting good at this.” Carefully, she drew a bigger circle that encompassed that problem-dot as well. “But, oh, look. Another problem…” 
 
    Nelson actually laughed that time. “They just keep coming, don’t they?” 
 
    “They sure do,” she said, drawing a circle around that one and pitching the pen to the desk on top of it. “And that’s how we grow. See, I think most people don’t like problems. They see them as reflections of how well they’re doing in life. So if I’m doing well, I shouldn’t have any problems. But if we don’t have problems, what don’t we have?” 
 
    “Growth. Life,” Nelson said. “We have dead people goals.” He laughed, and she grinned. 
 
    “Hey, someone’s been paying attention.” 
 
    “I’m trying, believe me,” he said. “So problems aren’t a bad thing then? They don’t mean I’m getting life all wrong?” 
 
    “Problems, or challenges as I like to call them, force you to get courageous, to think outside the box.” She lifted the little box as if to prove her point. “They challenge us to use our imaginations to see the world not as it is but as how it could be. They call us to grow, and sometimes they force us to grow.” 
 
    He could see that now, and it didn’t hurt as much as he had thought it would. “You know, I sure wish I’d come in here sooner. You’re nothing like my last counselor.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How’s that?” she asked, leaning back in her chair. 
 
    “Well, she was just… She wasn’t much help honestly.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    Nelson scratched at his ear. “Well, for one thing all she did was ask me questions I didn’t want to answer about what it was like to be with my dad at home.” 
 
    Dr. Brown nodded as if she had heard that one before. “And why’d you go to her in the first place?” 
 
    “It was back in high school. My… stepmom knew there were issues with me and my dad…” 
 
    “Stepmom,” she said carefully. 
 
    “Yeah.” He shifted and licked his lips. “My mom died a long time ago.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said in sympathy and then she seemed to crash back into the room. “Oh. You’re that Nelson.” 
 
    He wasn’t aware there was more than one Nelson. “Uh? Yeah?” 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed the syllable and nodded with even more sympathy. Coming forward, she put her hands on the desk again. “Your mom… you were very young when you lost her?” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “Two. I was two.” 
 
    “Do you remember her at all?” 
 
    “A little, some, I think. I don’t know. Not really. She was a concert pianist, and she was apparently really good.” 
 
    “Thus your love of music.” 
 
    “I guess,” he said with a shrug. “She played piano. My dad played drums, but that was…” 
 
    Dr. Brown smiled, shook her head like she’d been awestruck and stood. “Let me guess, you’re very good at music.” Going to the side to a bookshelf, she took a book down and turned. “Like scary good. Wicked good like the kids say nowadays.” 
 
    There were moments in this room Nelson wasn’t sure he was glad he had come. That was one of them. “Yea… uh…” 
 
    She nodded and came back. “And you want to study music, and your dad doesn’t want you to.” Without pause, she sat back down. “I’m curious. Did your mom play the piano with you when you were a child?” 
 
    “I… uh…” Nelson was flailing now, more than he had thought he would. “I think so. Maybe? I don’t really know. I mean, Dad doesn’t talk about that much… or at all. The only thing I know is I found my baby book, and Mom wrote in it that I was her biggest fan and I liked to play with her sometimes.” 
 
    A mystery smile flooded up into Dr. Brown’s eyes. “Remember when we talked about where instincts come from in class?” 
 
    “From our parents, from what they knew before we were born.” 
 
    “Right, and you, my friend, got a double-dose of the music instinct. From your mom on the piano and your dad…” 
 
    “On the drums,” Nelson finished, seeing it clearly now. 
 
    “Right. Exactly. So you have musical instincts that most people can only dream of having. You probably hear music, or better yet feel music.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, starting to catch onto her excitement. “I do. I have. I just thought I was weird though.” 
 
    “You’re not weird. Incredibly blessed maybe, but definitely not weird.” She thought for a moment and sat forward. “So your dad doesn’t want you to do music. Any particular reason for that?” 
 
    “He says engineers make more money, that music only makes sense if you teach it.” 
 
    “Teach it?” She laughed. A second and she put her fingers on the keyboard of her computer. “Quick, what did the music industry make last year?” 
 
    Nelson was having a hard time keeping up with her. “Uh? I have no idea.” 
 
    “Good guess,” she said, laughing again. “Let’s try 8.7 billion, with a b, dollars.” She sat back. “Wow. We must be paying those teachers a heck of a lot of money.” Grinning at him, she bounced her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “But music isn’t like engineering,” Nelson said, not sure why he was suddenly arguing the flip side of what his own spirit always said. “Not many people ever make it.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Not many people ever make it, and… What? Are you saying that means no one should ever try? Let me ask you this, Nelson. What would this world be like without music and film and dance and theater? Pretty boring, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” he agreed half-heartedly. 
 
    “So if all of the people that do music and dance and drama and film were engineers instead, what would our world be like?” 
 
    “Pretty boring actually.” 
 
    “Pretty boring,” she agreed. “Do we need engineers? Of course we do. Do we need people to make music? Of course we do. This isn’t an either or kind of thing. We need all the beauty we can get in this world—in architecture and in writing and definitely in music.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I should go into music?” 
 
    “I’m saying you should do what is most real to you. What makes you feel most alive. We need more alive people and not nearly so many wishing for dead people’s goals. If music is what makes you feel alive, then I certainly wouldn’t close myself off to the possibility that that was what I was put here to do.” 
 
    “But what about my dad?” Nelson asked, pleading for an answer to the question he’d come here to get answered. 
 
    “Ah, yes, and we’re back to that external motivating factor thing.” She leaned back in her chair and nodded toward the little box perched atop her papers. “Do me a favor, I want you to move that box again, but this time, you can’t use any external force to do it. I want you to intrinsically motivate it to move on its own.” 
 
    “Intrinsically…? The box?” Nelson asked as if she’d lost her mind. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said as if that made perfect sense. “Make the box move, but it has to move on its own, no external force allowed.” 
 
    Nelson had never been one to let teachers down, but as he looked at the box, he couldn’t help but think this request had no hope of being carried out. “Uhh…” 
 
    “Go ahead,” she goaded. “You moved it before. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Yeah, I moved it before. I picked it up, and I moved it.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Welcome to Newtonian physics.” 
 
    Nelson actually laughed out loud at that one. He looked up into the air, knowing now that God really was toying with him. First Pastor Mark at the little church on campus and now Dr. Brown? That was a little too much of a simple coincidence that both of them could reference Newtonian physics in under 24 hours. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    He just shook his head. “Nothing. Go on. Please. Newtonian physics?” 
 
    “Right,” she said slowly, still looking at him like he’d lost his last marble. “Newton’s first law of physics states…” 
 
    “An object at rest will stay at rest unless acted upon by an external force,” he said as if it was tattooed on his brain. 
 
    “Very good,” she said, “and what does that mean?” 
 
    “It means unless I physically pick that box up, it ain’t moving.” He laughed at his own ability to enjoy this conversation. 
 
    “You got it. So then my question for you, Nelson, is this: Are you a box?” 
 
    The second she asked the question, he slammed into it and backed up. “Am I a box?” 
 
    “Right. Are you a box? Are you an object that only moves if acted upon by an external force?” 
 
    Lifting his hand, Nelson stared at it. “Uh, no? I can move myself?” However, he didn’t exactly sound too sure about that. 
 
    “Okay, so then why are you waiting for an external force to move you?” 
 
    He thought through that question once and then again and then a third time. “Oh. I… don’t know.” 
 
    “You see,” she said slowly, carefully, “early on we get conditioned to move how and when and why the external forces in our lives say to—either through force or to gain approval from them. We come to think of ourselves in terms of what they want, they being parents or teachers or friends. Sometimes we stop thinking about what we want altogether, and life becomes solely about pleasing the external forces in our lives. But my question is this, do they really have control over you? Do they really?” 
 
    “I…” Nelson tried to think of the answer but stopped, caught in the thought like he’d been snared in a spider’s web. 
 
    A breath and inexplicably she opened her desk drawer and pulled out a pair of scissors, snipping it in the air twice before putting out her other hand. “Here, give me your tie.”  
 
    His eyes went wide. “My… tie?” He looked down at it but didn’t move a muscle to do as she had asked. Shock coupled with that scissors had rendered him utterly motionless. 
 
    “Yes. Here,” she said, snapping the scissors two more times. “Give me your tie.” 
 
    Not understanding the point of this at all, he looked up at her, at the scissors and back at her again. “Uh. No.” 
 
    “No?” she asked, recoiling. “What? Why not? I want your tie. Give it to me.” 
 
    The center of him filled with rebellion. “No. It’s my tie.” 
 
    A second and her eyes started shining with mirth again as she laid the scissors on top of her paperwork. “See there,” she said, “you’re not a box. You only move if you want to move. The second I told you to give me your tie with the idea of what I might do to it, your body and your spirit reacted by telling you internally that you did not want to give me your tie. Didn’t it?” 
 
    He swallowed and nodded. 
 
    “That’s internal motivation. It comes from deep inside of us and tells us what is right and what is not right for us. The problem is, we’ve been conditioned to override that gut instinct. We’ve had so much conditioning that we’ve stopped listening to that voice, our voice, that’s telling us what is right for us and what is not. It’s like we’ve become numb to it. So when your dad said you should go here and study engineering, you probably didn’t even question it.” 
 
    “I did,” he protested, but it fell apart pretty quickly. “A little. Okay, not really.” 
 
    “Right, because you thought you were a box. You tuned your internal motivation out and only listened to your external motivating force. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So the answer to your question is, learning to have the courage to listen to your internal motivating force rather than always being jerked around by all the external ones.” 
 
    “But how do you do that? I mean, they don’t just quit.” 
 
    “No. They don’t because you’ve conditioned them to think they have all the control. They have had the ultimate control over you for so long that when you start to exert your own control, they will naturally freak out. So what do they do?” 
 
    “Try to regain control,” he said, nodding in understanding. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By any means necessary.” 
 
    “Exactly. And it’s tough, Nelson. It is. But you’ve got to recondition them and yourself that no, you are now going to be internally controlled. They don’t get to make all of your decisions anymore. That doesn’t mean you can’t listen to them and any wise counsel they care to offer, but ultimately, if you decide that this is your life, then you have to choose what is best for you. As long as you retain even a little internal control, they can’t make you do anything you don’t want to do.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” 
 
    “Think of it as your first problem-challenge,” she said with a smile. “Your first opportunity to grow.” 
 
    He laughed. “I can’t start with something smaller, like what to eat for lunch?” 
 
    Her smile became sympathetic. “That’s up to you.”  
 
      
 
    Thankfully the house was quiet when Paige got home. She dragged out her Calculus and got started, but ten minutes in, she was bored and needed a distraction. 
 
    How’s life? She sent Greg the text and laid the phone beside her book. Her brain was as slow with the answers as ever, and just a few minutes later, she checked the phone again. Nothing. 
 
    Shaking her head, she really hoped Lauren was wrong that he was freaked about the weekend plans. Then again, she didn’t blame him. She wasn’t overly thrilled about them now that her sister was planning to crash the festivities.  
 
    Her gaze slipped back over to the phone. Still nothing. This was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    Back at the dorms after class, Nelson fired up the keyboard, put the headphones on, and got to work. Now that he was writing again, it seemed that was all he ever wanted to do. Engineering could wait. 
 
      
 
    Paige had begun to wonder if Greg was even still alive by the time he texted at nearly eight. He had had work, of course, and then a study group. He was really sorry his day had gotten so crazy. She said it was fine, she understood, and to get some rest. And she meant it. After all, she didn’t want to be the clingy, annoying, desperate girlfriend type. He had a life. It wasn’t all about her. 
 
      
 
    Three more songs were scribbled in the notebook by the time LJ, Nelson’s roommate, made it back from class, and Nelson was humming one of them as he fought to get some of his engineering done. 
 
    “You sound happy,” LJ said, swinging his belongings onto his bed. 
 
    “I’m not allowed to sound happy?” Nelson asked, but he was clearly teasing and not mad. 
 
    “Just different. I’m trying to get used to this new happy version of Nelson Samuels.” 
 
    “Well, get used to it. He’s here to stay.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Nelson wasted no time getting to Contemp Psych the next day. In fact, he was 20 minutes early, but who was counting? 
 
    As he sat there, he scribbled new lyrics into his notebook because he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    Because of you, 
 
    I know what dreams are made of 
 
    Yeah, I know what dreams are made of 
 
    That song melded into a different one without pause. 
 
    Gotta keep the walls from falling down around me 
 
    Gotta hold them up, keep them from crumbling 
 
    The walls ain’t gonna stay up, 
 
    Not even one more day 
 
    Gotta keep the walls from falling down around me. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Dr. Joy said. Somehow Nelson’s head now referred to her that way. After their discussion the day before, he realized that it was her energy—bouncing, happy, and joyous that made her so interesting to be around. He just wanted to soak that in and have it teach his energy how to live like that. “Today we’re going to turn our attention to two important hormones in the body. These hormones are like the messengers inside of us that signal to the body what is going on and how we feel about it. 
 
    “The first is serotonin. Serotonin is the happy hormone for lack of a better term. When something pleasurable happens, our bodies release serotonin, and the whole point of it is to tell us that, ‘Yes, I like that, I want more of it.’ For example, let’s say that you’re on a date, and it’s going really well. You are really clicking with this person, and you really like being around them. Your body helps you to know that but sending out serotonin, and the message your brain gets is, ‘Yes, more of this please.’” 
 
    People around the classroom laughed. 
 
    “The second hormone is called cortisol. Cortisol is the things-aren’t-going-so-well hormone. In fact, cortisol is the one that is associated with the fight-or-flight syndrome. Something happens that tells you this is not a good situation and you need to get out of it. Cortisol floods the system, shutting down things you don’t need to either fight the problem or get away from it.” 
 
    “I thought that was adrenaline.” 
 
    “Yes, cortisol and adrenaline are like a one-two punch. Adrenaline speeds the necessary things up—heart rate, blood pressure, those things. Cortisol shuts unnecessary things down—slowing things like immune response and the digestive system. They are both very necessary when you are faced with a threat. But the problem in modern society is that we never quite get out of fight-or-flight mode.  
 
    “Think about it, you get up in the morning to an alarm clock.” 
 
    Again, students laughed, and Dr. Joy smiled. 
 
    “Am I right?” she asked. “And all day long, it’s go-go-go. We rush from class to class, test to test, problem to problem.” Her gaze hit Nelson and she smiled at him. He nodded back. “But we don’t really take any serotonin breaks, do we? We never let ourselves just be. We are striving for happiness but never quite letting ourselves be happy. We have come to equate stress with success, so if you aren’t chopping down jungles with your bare hands, you can’t be making any real headway with anything, right? 
 
    “As the adrenaline rises, it can begin to constrict the blood vessels in the brain so that thinking becomes a real issue. Over time, this constant stress begins to have negative effects on our physical systems. We start to become chronically ill, anxious, stressed, and even depressed, and yet, we’ve been told, no pain, no gain. So we vow to push through it only to get to arrive at the next stressful situation. Think about what that does to our energy levels, or stamina, our ability to cope and handle things when we never take a break from the cortisol and adrenaline rushes.” 
 
    Energy, Nelson wrote, and his brain travelled off the beaten track into the pastor’s theory of energy. The pastor had talked about how quantum physicists in a lab had found that energy behaves differently based on who happens to be studying it, so what would happen if your energy always got the message that you’re stressed out? What if you’ve learned to live stressed out? What if you’ve been taught that stressed out somehow equals success? He was writing so fast, he could hardly keep up with his pen. 
 
    “For a moment, think about the things that trigger serotonin in you and in what ways we have taken serotonin-inducing experiences and curtailed them. One very simple example of this is hugging. Hugging someone, being physically close to someone you love produces great rushes of serotonin. That’s why you want to have that experience again and again. The same is true for children. Children who are hugged do better in school and are able to cope with life far easier than those who are not. But recently we have decreased the times we hug children out of an abundance of caution of sexual predators. Further, when they are sad or scared or needy, we hand them a device to calm them down instead of hugging and holding them. So, children are growing up deprived of appropriate physical contact. Thus, these kids are being serotonin starved. 
 
    “Then, when they get a little older and they meet their first special someone, the serotonin rush of the physical contact is overwhelming. A hug at that point becomes more than just a hug. It becomes an attraction or maybe even an addiction. With no baseline for how being physically close to someone feels, they get almost instantly addicted to the feeling of it. Have you ever seen people who are just all over each other? Yep. In fact, this is one of the reasons the hook-up culture is so dangerous. Get two young people get together, and you get a sharp serotonin spike. Of course, you want more of that, so let’s say person one is no longer around, that’s okay, you learn that you can get that same ‘high’ with pretty much any physical contact with anyone. This creates a habit with the hook-up being the habit cue and the routine and the serotonin being the reward. 
 
    “In an abusive relationship, these hormones get further confused because the person you want/need to be with in order to get the serotonin high becomes the person that also triggers a flood of cortisol. So now you’re in this anxiety-depression cycle, desperate for more serotonin but unable to find your way back to that because you keep getting bombarded with cortisol.  
 
    “That’s why it’s important to understand your body’s signals, to begin to map what triggers serotonin for you and what triggers cortisol. Now I’m not talking about tigers jumping out of the tree ready to eat you. I’m talking about modern-day stressors. Do tests flood you with cortisol, or does getting up in front of people to give a speech? Maybe both of them do. Maybe neither of them do. Are there people in your life that are cortisol-producers for you? I mean, you just see them and you can literally feel yourself freaking out. It’s important to begin to understand these things so we can either mitigate their effects or begin to reframe what they mean in our minds. 
 
    “So for tonight’s homework, I want you to make a list of your cues for serotonin and for cortisol. What triggers those in you?” 
 
    “How many do you want of each?” 
 
    “Hm. Let’s say ten of each, and we’ll talk about them next time. That’s it for today.” 
 
      
 
    It was when Nelson was at tutoring trying to help Reggie with College Algebra that he got his first real glimpse of what cortisol could do to a person. Hunched over the paper, locked down tight, trying so hard to make this work, Reggie, the big football lineman who could probably pound any mere mortal into total submission, looked stressed beyond belief.  
 
    Nelson didn’t know if it would work, but he knew looking at the figure, he had a cortisol junkie on his hands. 
 
    “Tell you what, Reg,” he said, putting his hand on the young man’s shoulder, and Reggie jumped a foot which yanked Nelson’s hand back. “Why don’t we take a break?” 
 
    “A break?” Reggie asked like that would be akin to dying. “Now?” 
 
    “Yeah. Now.” Nelson stood and stretched. “I need a little break.” He figured if he put it off on himself, Reggie wouldn’t be so against the idea. “Just need to take a little walk.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, you go ahead.” Reggie bent back over the books. 
 
    “No. N…” Nelson thought fast. “Hey, have you ever seen the view from that window?” 
 
    This time Reggie actually left the homework enough to look over at the window in confusion. “No, can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “It’s pretty cool. All the trees. It looks like an ocean of them.” Nelson tipped his head. “Come on. This’ll still be here when we get back.” 
 
    The window was in plain sight of their stuff, so Nelson felt safe leaving it. Together, they walked over to the window which was flooding with sunlight. At it, Reggie, who felt like a mountain next to Nelson, looked out and as he stood there, Nelson could feel the big man’s energy changing. 
 
    “Wow. Look it there, you can see the stadium from here,” Reggie said, gazing out. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, I’ve never asked, what position do you play anyway?” 
 
    “Left tackle.” Reggie left the window and went over by one of the wooden library tables. 
 
    Leaning against the window, Nelson folded his hands under his arms. “Confession time. I’m not much on football. So is that offense or defense?” 
 
    Reggie laughed. “Offense. I protect the quarterback.” 
 
    As he stood there, looking at the gentle giant of a man, Nelson nodded. He could see that. “And how many years have you played here?” 
 
    “Next year will be my third.” 
 
    “So you start?” 
 
    “I will next year.” 
 
    It was truly incredible to see the change in Reggie. His shoulders had dropped from being up by his ears, and he’d somehow developed an easy, toothy smile in the last few minutes that Nelson had literally never seen before. 
 
    “That’s cool,” Nelson said. “So I guess that’s why this math thing is so important.” 
 
    Reggie let out a breath and rolled his eyes. “I hate math.” 
 
    And strangely, Nelson could actually see the word’s vibration and what it did to Reggie. “Has it always been like this?” 
 
    “I’ve never been good at math,” Reggie said, practically slumping down on one of the library tables. “It’s like it’s a different language I just don’t understand or something. It’s all just gibberish.” 
 
    Energy. Cortisol. External motivation. Nelson’s mind raced with the words as Reggie slumped even further. 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t just given it up,” Nelson said, watching him carefully. 
 
    “If that would’ve been an option, believe me, I would have. I can’t count how many times I got grounded when I was in school because my math grades stunk.” 
 
    Suddenly Nelson needed Dr. Joy more than he ever had before. He’d begun to tackle the question of intrinsic motivation for himself, but what if you were the external motivation for someone else who had no internal motivation for the task at hand?  
 
    “But you keep doing it, dogging it out, so you can play football?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Yeah, man. I’d do just about anything to be able to play football.” 
 
    “Why?” Nelson asked, sincerely wanting to know why any game could be worth all this. 
 
    “Because,” Reggie said with a wide grin, “out there, I’m the gladiator.” He straightened and his chest broadened. “I’m the guy you’ve got to get through to get to my guy, and nobody gets through me.” 
 
    Serotonin. Never had Nelson seen it this starkly before. In fact, Reggie was even willing to brave the cortisol hell to get to the serotonin. “That’s so interesting to me because that’s how math is for me.” 
 
    “Math?” Reggie corkscrewed his face. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a challenge, I mean don’t get me wrong,” Nelson said, kicking his feet out from him and thinking it all through, “but it’s a challenge that helps me grow.” 
 
    “Math teaches you to grow?” Reggie asked skeptically. 
 
    “Yeah,” and then he related Dr. Joy’s problem theory, drawing the circles on the window. “Every ‘problem’,” he said, putting finger quotes around the word, “challenges me to think, to stretch, to go farther than I’ve been before.” 
 
    “Hm. I’ve never thought of it like that.” 
 
    Nelson shrugged. “It’s all in your perspective.” 
 
    “You think,” Reggie started slowly, “you think I could try that… that stretching thing? You think that would work for me?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. You’re doing it already. You just don’t know you are. Maybe if you stopped fighting it and tried looking at it a little different…” Nelson shrugged. “I don’t know, it’s worth a try, right?” 
 
    And so, they worked for two more hours on Reggie’s math. When the big man got tired or Nelson could see the cortisol monster starting to take over, he’d suggest a break. After the break, Reggie came back a new man, ready to literally tackle more problems.  
 
    When they finally broke the session to go their separate ways, Reggie put out his hand. “Thanks, teach. Maybe I’m starting to actually not completely hate math.” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “Well, that’s a step in the right direction.” 
 
    “Yep. It certainly is that. It certainly is.” 
 
      
 
    That night Nelson took out his notebook and started his list. Serotonin on one side and cortisol on the other. The thing that became the most amazing to him was how many things were on the serotonin side—things like music and writing, friends and learning, even math and helping Reggie. On the cortisol side, however, there were just two things listed: His dad, which didn’t surprise him but didn’t feel very great either and engineering. Yes, he liked math, but if he was really and truly honest with himself, determining loads and force and stress… 
 
    Suddenly, he sat up straight, his gaze narrowing at the paper. 
 
    Structural engineering was the study of stress on a physical structure, how much could it take, how much could it hold, where were the weak points, how did you strengthen them. At first Nelson tried to force the thoughts that were trying to come up, but then he remember Reggie bent over that book, trying so hard. 
 
    Completely against everything he’d ever learned to do when he hit something like this, Nelson forced himself to sit back and breathe. “Open your mind,” he said to himself as he closed his eyes. “Let it come.” 
 
    Structural engineering, he wrote on the paper as he consciously dropped into a deeper realm. He knew this realm. It was the one he had fought being in because it scared him, but now he simply let himself go there without trying to hold himself back. The study of physical structures, bridges, highways, stress, dead loads, live loads. The physical layer gives meaning to the layers underneath. Emotional. Mental. Spiritual. 
 
    Psychological engineering. The study of emotional, mental, spiritual in a person. The study of stress, dead loads of stress, live loads of stress, weak points, strong points, fractures, breaks. And the elements (chemicals) that you work with in a person. Cortisol rather than acid. Serotonin rather than concrete. How do you fix the fractures? How do you build the “structure” of someone so that they are strong and don’t have weak points that can and will buckle under enough stress. 
 
    Structural integrity = intrinsic motivation = the person and the structure will stand through the stresses thrown at them or put on them. Earthquakes, wind, rain, soil erosion… Death, disease, heartache, heartbreak...  
 
    Words and music – two vibration sources put together, why music makes you feel a certain way—it alters brain chemistry—it produces serotonin.  
 
    Grabbing up his computer, he drilled into the questions flowing through him. He had more questions than answers to all of it, but instead of being overwhelmed by that or feeling like a failure because of it, all he felt was excited by the challenge of it. Maybe he was growing up after all. 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    By the time Nelson got to Cinema on Wednesday night, he felt like he was bouncing off the walls. The night before in a fit of internal motivation, he’d applied for a transfer to Tech. Dad or no Dad, he was doing this thing. 
 
    Further, the more he researched and read about brain chemistry and the psychology of learning, the more intrigued he got. In fact, he was scrolling through yet another website about dopamine and epinephrine when suddenly Yoli was standing next to him. 
 
    “You still finishing up your paper?” she asked with concern, and Nelson jumped about a foot. 
 
    “Sheesh. You could warn a guy, you know,” he said, shaking his head at his own ability to literally shut out the entire world around him as she crossed past him and sat. 
 
    “Must be some kind of paper,” she said, nodding at his screen. 
 
    “Oh, this? No. This… This isn’t… I finished my paper last week.” 
 
    “Well, something’s got you hardwired in. Whatcha working on?” 
 
    Nelson wasn’t sure he could put words to it, but with Yoli, he would try. “Intrinsic motivation and how brain chemicals work to help us learn it or not learn it. Like learned helplessness and learned optimism—that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Seligman,” she said with a nod. 
 
    That surprised Nelson. “You know him?” 
 
    “Well, not personally.” She grinned. “Yeah, we studied his work in a couple of my classes. Why?” 
 
    “It’s just amazing to me that we stick students in classes for like fourteen years, and we don’t have a structure for helping them learn how to use their own brains. We just keep inundating them with all this new information, this new content, stuff they’re supposed to learn to pass or fail or whatever, and then the ones that pass, we give them a diploma and say good luck. We’ve got millions of students graduating, and they know nothing about why they’re doing what they’re doing or how any of it is even working.” 
 
    Yoli lifted her eyebrows at him before frowning. “This doesn’t sound like engineering to me.” 
 
    “Psychological engineering,” he said, scratching his cheek. “We know exactly what stress load will collapse a bridge and how to reinforce it so it won’t, but we have no clue how to reinforce people so they don’t collapse under the stress loads they’re carrying.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Let me ask you this,” Nelson said, not really thinking he shouldn’t. “What makes you happy? What is something that when you’re doing it… bliss? Like nothing else in the world even matters?” 
 
    She was looking at him like he’d fallen out of a tree and hit his head one too many times. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Humor me. I’m doing a little experiment here.” 
 
    A second more and she let out a breath. “Well, to be honest, I like to crochet.” 
 
    “Crochet?” he asked incredulously. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, seriously. My grandma taught me,” and as she spoke, Nelson not only heard her words, he heard the rush of serotonin under them. Just like Reggie when he talked about football, she relaxed and took a deep breath. “I used to make all kinds of things, sweaters, scarves…” Then her whole being depleted. “I haven’t done much crocheting in a long time though.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Not enough time. Too many other things going on.” 
 
    He nodded, wanting to continue the conversation, but Professor Evans stepped up to the podium and called for the class to quiet down. Still, he made a few notes about Yoli and the way she talked about crocheting and giving it up. It was the same way he had felt about his music though he would never have been able to put that into words before now. 
 
    Tonight they would be discussing the score or music in film, and Nelson almost laughed out loud at that. When God got serious about teaching him something, He was serious. 
 
    “Before I get into the score and how it provides a psychological undercurrent for a film,” the professor said, “I want to first remind you of the story gaps we talked about in week 2. A story gap is the opening of a ‘hole’ for the audience. It presents a question about the hero and the hero’s journey. As we discussed, the film may begin with a story gap in which the hero or heroine is lonely, that ‘hole’ is then filled when they meet the person they will fall in love with. But a problem arises. The love interest is unavailable or unattainable, and thus, a second story gap or ‘hole’ opens up which must be filled to get to the next hole. This continues throughout the story as each hole is opened and then filled, and a new hole is presented. 
 
    “The same thing happens in music. Those who are familiar with music know that a basic chord structure would be the dominant chord which leads into the tonic chord, which leads into the seventh chord, which leads back to the dominant chord, which closes the gap. Of course, if all songs were just these three basic chords, it would get boring quickly, so composers throw in minors and other riffs and patterns all built on the basics. But when viewed through the prism of the story gap, you can see the same structure as the plot in a film. 
 
    “A song opens with a story gap, or a dominant chord which flows into either a minor chord or a tonic, which flows into a tonic or seventh and back to the dominant, thus closing the gap. The same can be said of the lyrics of a song. Truly memorable songs are those that tell a story. They open a story gap and then fill it in, only to open a new story gap as the song progresses. 
 
    “This cycle is a formula that is used over and over in storytelling, and people resonate with it because they understand it even if they don’t know that it’s happening. As you watch our film tonight, I want you to keep in mind the concept of story gaps as you might consider using that as a basis for your next paper.”  
 
      
 
    When the lecture was over and their papers on ‘Beauty and the Beast’ were in, the professor introduced their last film assignment for the semester—‘The Greatest Showman.’ The paper would be due in three weeks and it could be on anything they had talked about in the semester. They could incorporate insights from any of the other films as well as director decisions such as score, lighting, costumes, camera angles and movement, or characters, set, or dialogue. It was pretty much open to anything. 
 
    Use what you know to analyze the film, Nelson wrote in his notebook. He let out a breath as they got the film going. It was another musical. He’d never known there were so many.  
 
    Two seconds into the film, he nearly jolted off his seat when the music started seemingly before the film even did. And it wasn’t a gentle, lulling number either. It was loud and soul-jarring.  
 
    Sitting up and flipping to a new page, he wrote: The Greatest Showman at the top. Time to push everything else to the side and focus on getting some good notes he could use later on. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the film, Nelson’s head was spinning so fast, it felt like he’d been thrown in a blender. 
 
    “What’d you think?” Yoli asked as he slowly gathered up his things trying to regain his bearings. 
 
    “Uh, wow. I think I need some aspirin.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen it before?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “I must’ve missed it. You’ve seen it before?” 
 
    She laughed. “Seen it? I practically have it memorized. This will be the easiest paper I’ve ever written in college.” 
 
    Together they started up the aisle to the doors. 
 
    “What’re you going to do yours on?” he asked, having no idea where to even start that process. 
 
    “I was thinking about lighting and costumes. There’s this whole section on that on the DVD about that.” 
 
    “Oh, so you have the DVD?” 
 
    She laughed again. “Have it? I’ve practically worn the thing out. I can’t believe you’ve never seen it.” 
 
    “I didn’t really do musicals that much until this semester,” he said. “I always thought they were kind of lame to be honest. But, other than the fact that I feel like I’ve been hit by a train, it wasn’t too bad.” 
 
    They headed out in the darkness toward her car. He was so engrossed in the conversation, he didn’t even realize it until it was too late to bail on the idea without it being completely awkward.  
 
    “Yeah, now that you say that, I remember the first time I watched it. It felt a little disjointed to me too. Overwhelming,” she said, coming up with the word. “But honestly that’s because they designed it that way.” 
 
    “Designed…? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, on the DVD, there’s all this extra footage and them talking about it, and the director talks about how they wanted so much detail in it so that every time you watch it, it’s a totally different experience. So one time you listen to the music and the next time you see the costumes. One time you focus on Phin and Charity’s relationship and the next you really key in to Philip and Anne.” 
 
    “Huh. It’s like that story hole thing Professor Evans talked about,” Nelson said. “It’s like there are a bazillion of them in that movie.” 
 
    “Story gap,” Yoli said with a smile.  
 
    “Gap. Gap. Right. Story gap.” Nelson grinned too.  
 
    “But yeah, you’re right. I think one of the geniuses of that movie is that they don’t close one gap before they open another. There are multiple gaps open at one time.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why I got so overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Nelson thought about it only a few more seconds. “So, would you mind if I borrow the movie? I’d really like to watch it again, just to see if I can fill in a few holes this time.” 
 
    “No problem,” Yoli said as they got to her car. “Hey, LJ and I are going to that campus keynote tomorrow night. Racking up some extra credit for my sociology class. You could come along and I can get the DVD to you there.” 
 
    He thought about just telling her to give it to LJ, but something about her thinking to invite him along touched a chord in Nelson. What had Dr. Joy asked about his social life? It was probably time to start thinking about getting out of the dorms a little more. “Sure. Sounds great.” 
 
    “Fab. See you then.” She reached over and gave him a quick hug, which surprised Nelson into the next century. 
 
    “Great. I’ll be there.” 
 
      
 
    On Nelson’s run the next morning, he put on The Phantom soundtrack and purposely let himself drop out of the realm of reality. He was learning he could do that, like flipping a switch, he could plunge into a deeper level of being, a level that many times didn’t feel real except that it paradoxically felt more real than the other one. Of course, he couldn’t explain that, but he felt it when he was composing on the piano, watching the films, listening to the music, even thinking on this level. It felt deeper, more peaceful, and far more profound. 
 
    Closing his eyes for whole seconds even as he ran in the morning sunlight, he soaked in The Music of the Night, and he began to hear it and understand it on a very different level than he had before. It spoke of the darkness and how the darkness allows you to feel on a different level.  
 
    Of course, Nelson thought, as your sight fades, you have to trust your other senses. It’s just that most of the time we rely so much on our vision to orient us in the world that it’s like the other senses don’t have to work so hard. Turn the lights out, and all of a sudden, everything else has to come online.  
 
    The darkness literally “heightens each sensation” as the song said. As that understanding went through him, another followed almost without pause. Someone wrote those words. Someone understood life and what happens in the body enough to open that hole to a deeper understanding through the song’s words for everyone else. With a breath, he dropped even further so that his body was now moving, but it was like it wasn’t even him moving it anymore. Like he wasn’t even attached to it. 
 
    He’d heard the playlist so many times that eventually he had put it on shuffle so his brain wouldn’t just go through it without hearing it. So oddly when the next song started, it was the song at the end of the film. The Point of No Return. When they’d watched the film, it had been one of Nelson’s least favorite songs because it felt so utterly chaotic, the passion in it delving closer to danger and manipulative seduction than love and gentleness. It was as if the song had been soaked in the hot blood of passion and splashed onto the score page. Even in the movie, it was difficult to know just where it was headed because it was sung on stage with hundreds of people watching as the two characters dropped all subtlety and expressed not their love but their burning passion for each other. Practically giving in to seductive passion—the stuff of R-rated movies and steamy romance novels while on-stage. 
 
    Further, he’d seen the movie enough to know that although musicals often launch into song to express deep feelings, this song was different because Christine’s lyrics in the song are not her words, exactly. In the story she is singing the words written for her by the phantom in his new opera. So though she is singing about love and being consumed by deep passion, Nelson was never quite sure if she was acting her part really well or really singing it to the phantom, especially because it’s not even supposed to be him in that role at that moment in the play. 
 
    As he ran, Nelson remembered Yoli’s comment about story gaps, and he realized one reason the ending of Phantom had so confused him the first time was because at the end, there wasn’t just one story gap, there were about ten, opening and closing one on top of another. Then as his mind contemplated that, he jerked to a sudden stop, stunned by a realization. At the end of The Point of No Return… 
 
    He grabbed for the player and with fumbling fingers went back a minute into the song. He jerked around, realizing he was blocking the running path and stepped off of it where he sat down on the grass, heedless of what just stopping like that might do to his muscles.  
 
    Yes, this was it. He nodded as he closed his eyes and listened, diving into the center of the song, wishing he could see it on the screen once again. 
 
    The crazy, out-of-control passion of The Point of No Return, so signature to how the phantom always was with Christine suddenly melted into a sweet strain of All I Ask of You, the song that Raoul and Christine sing when they are falling in love at the beginning, only this time it was sung by the phantom to Christine. Soft, gentle, like he was pleading for her to love him.  
 
    With no warning, the next story gap opened as Christine removed the phantom’s mask for all to see amid screams of revulsion and horror. Stopping it, Nelson went back again and again to listen to that one part. It couldn’t have been 30 seconds long. His breath went still as he realized the phantom in that moment had broken through the veil of passion for her and gotten all the way to being vulnerable before her—asking, not demanding, loving, not controlling, hoping, not forcing. It was truly breathtaking. The trust, the sheer vulnerability in not just his words but his voice and delivery as well held Nelson captive. 
 
    And then the story gap ripped open again and the whole thing wound down into utter chaos. Still, Nelson sat listening, mesmerized by it all, hearing the end like he’d never heard it before. There was the phantom and Christine, but there were other story gaps opening and closing as well. The search party, Madame Giry and Raoul. They all wove into an intricate tapestry of life and love, death, darkness, hopelessness, and hell. What happens when love is dragged into hell? What happens when the blinders come off, and you see passion for the controlling force it becomes without love? What happens when the mask comes off and life must be faced without the image? What happens when love turns to hate? When trust turns to betrayal? What happens when the one you love is in love with someone else, someone you know is better for them than you will ever be? What happens…? What happens…? 
 
    Nelson looked up at the water, shimmering before him like a million diamonds glinting in the sunlight, and he remembered another sea of water stretched out in the darkness as a lighthouse swung its light around and around illuminating it. Light and darkness. Light and darkness. Water that was so connected and yet so seemingly not. So many pieces of understanding so connected and yet he could easily have missed those connections if he hadn’t been looking for them. 
 
    Closing his eyes to soak it all in, he wound his arms around his knees and just let himself fall even further below consciousness. “God,” he whispered, rocking back and forth, “I’m ready. Show me. I want to know, I want to see, I want to understand.” He let out a long breath. “I’m not afraid of being here in the understanding anymore. I just need You to show me what You most need me to know.” 
 
    He nodded and breathed again. God was there, just like the air and the sun and the water. It was time to start trusting that, time to break through the craziness of fighting to make sense of any of it on his own. This was his Point of No Return. From here on out, he vowed to live life differently, with more consciousness and less willful ignoring and hoping it will all go away. He was done with that. It was time to trust that the God of the deeper consciousness would be his guide. 
 
    With that, he stood, got his bearings, took a deep breath, and headed back. With God with him, he could do this. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” Dr. Joy said with her customary flare. She stepped around the podium, put her elbow on it and clasped her hands. “So, how’d the list making go?” 
 
    It seemed the whole class as one ducked to avoid being called on. 
 
    “Anyone?” she asked, and Nelson prayed like he’d never prayed before that someone other than him would step up to field this one. 
 
    “Well,” a girl behind him said, and he jumped, heart, body, and spirit. “I kind of see why going to a couple of my classes is so hard now.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dr. Joy said, “why’s that?” 
 
    “Because math is a big-time cortisol problem for me,” she said, and people around the room snickered softly. “When I sat down to do my homework the other night, it was like I could feel myself going into fight-or-flight mode. I’d never really thought about it before. I just always thought I was bad at math.” 
 
    “So is it just the homework that’s the problem?” 
 
    “Well, that was what I noticed first, but then my mom called to find out how things are going.” The words trickled down slower and slower. “I realized that… okay, this sounds bad, but my mom is a cortisol trigger for me too. Not all the time, but when she starts getting onto me about my grades and how if I don’t keep them up, I’m going to lose my scholarship—that kind of thing.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re alone,” Dr. Joy said, and she swept the class with her gaze. “Is Lindsey alone?” 
 
    “Nos” smattered across the room, jarring Nelson. 
 
    “My dad’s a big cortisol trigger for me,” one of the guys in the back said. “He keeps telling me how much college is costing us and that I’d better not be partying and stuff. It’s like this huge guilt trip every time I call home. I realized when I did this list that I don’t call home anymore unless I absolutely have to.” 
 
    “I’m honestly sick of the whole adult thing,” one of the girls said. “You guys are lucky. I live with my cortisol triggers. I’ve got three roommates. Okay? One of them leaves the place trashed all the time. One never wants to kick in money for food, but she eats everyone else’s. And one of them is two months behind on rent.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” someone asked. 
 
    “Well, if we don’t pay it, we all get kicked out, so a couple of us are trying to cover her. She keeps saying she’s going to pay us back, but she’s not working, so…” 
 
    “That sounds like my group project in Management,” another guy said from the back, “my gosh, how many lame excuses can people come up with to get out of doing any work? So far we’ve had a dog that died, a kid that’s been sick at least six weeks since January. One lady never shows up to class, and one of the guys in there turned in the wrong assignment to us two days late. What is that?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” one girl said, “Well, try doing a ‘group project’ where everybody gets a piece and you get ‘the last piece,’ and the teacher says that each person just does their piece and put it together, only to figure out that piece number seven, my piece, has to have information from all six other pieces in order to do it. I spent all last weekend doing the whole project just to be able to do my part.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask them for their parts?” someone asked. 
 
    “Because none of them had even started it yet, and it was due Monday.” 
 
    Nelson laughed. He’d had plenty of those types of assignments and the horror stories to go along with them too. 
 
    Dr. Joy laughed too. “Wow, you guys are cortisol generators if I’ve ever seen them. So, does anyone have a serotonin story before we drown in all this cortisol?” 
 
    For a second no one said anything. Nelson hadn’t realized he was going to throw his life under a microscope, but all of a sudden, there he was. “This is going to sound strange, but I’ve noticed I get really calm when I slow down and… think?” He wasn’t sure what word to put to that last thing, but that was as close as he could come. “I write music, and when I do that, it’s like I zone out completely to everything around me. My roommate says the building could burn down and I wouldn’t notice.” 
 
    “I noticed that the other day when I was playing tennis,” one girl said. “It’s like real life… like pauses or something. I’m concentrating so much on it, I forget everything else. But it’s not a bad thing. It’s actually kind of a nice place to be.” 
 
    “I’m like that with reading,” another girl said.  
 
    “That’s weird. That’s how I used to feel on stage,” one guy said, “but I haven’t done anything that made me feel like that since high school.” 
 
    “You don’t do any acting here?” Dr. Joy asked him. 
 
    “Nah. No time.” 
 
    “What’s your major?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m an international business major, finance minor.” 
 
    “And how’s that going?” 
 
    “Okay. I mean, my grades are good, but… well…” 
 
    Dr. Joy nodded. “I’m going to say something, and I want you all to take this and chew on it a little while. Being good at something or loving to do something should never be pushed aside for only practical pursuits. In fact, Dr. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi did a study where people stopped doing their serotonin, or as he calls it flow, activities for two weeks, and it led to sharp spikes in the depression and anxiety levels for those in the study, so much so that they stopped the study early. In fact, if you look at studies of young people today, you will see major spikes in depression, anxiety and suicide. 
 
    “While there are people who attribute this to the rise of social media or the breakdown of the family, I think some of the blame should also lie at our culture’s insistence on success at any price. Look at schools. We’re taking out or paring down things like art, music, and physical education, trying to rescue or resuscitate falling test scores. What if test scores are falling because students are being forced to go long hours and even days, weeks, months, or years doing drudge work that is depriving them of serotonin-inducing experiences?” 
 
    “So what you’re saying,” Nelson said, again surprising himself that he would be so bold, “is that serotonin is like the pleasure thing we talked about earlier, and cortisol is when we experience pain or think we’re going to.” 
 
    “Correct,” Dr. Joy said with a serious nod. 
 
    “And from what everyone is saying here,” he continued, rotating his pen backward toward them, “one of the biggest causes of cortisol now that we don’t have tigers around are external motivators.” 
 
    Again Dr. Joy nodded. 
 
    “The parents, the roommates, the teachers. So we get cortisol when we’re being externally motivated or manipulated.” He dug his gaze and thoughts down and then down even farther. “If that’s true, then serotonin and cortisol, pleasure and pain, must influence our energy fields, which makes sense because our subatomic energy can be influenced by the people around us. But you said we aren’t completely at the mercy of pleasure and pain because sometimes we will go through pain or sacrifice for a bigger cause.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “So if we’re sacrificing for something bigger than us, for someone we love for example, then instead of producing cortisol, would we produce serotonin when we do that instead? In other words can would what would normally be a painful experience become something that produces serotonin instead?” 
 
    Dr. Joy smiled. “I love this. This is what I’m talking about, people. In answer to your question, Nelson, yes. Simon Sinek refers to serotonin as the leadership hormone and oxytocin as the love or friendship hormone. Now there is some disagreement about the exact roles that these two play in things. Is oxytocin only produced to bond a mother and her child, or is it what bonds friends or spouses as well? But basically serotonin can and is what is produced to make a leader become a leader. We are designed to be social animals, to look out for each other. When we do that successfully, it boosts our status in the ‘tribe,’ and that boost is a serotonin boost. So leadership—or putting yourself on the line for others, even if at first that produces some cortisol, eventually the serotonin overtakes the cortisol and you feel great about that. 
 
    “That’s why a soldier can charge into what would otherwise be a cortisol-producing situation. He is leading the charge, protecting those who follow, which instead produces serotonin.” 
 
    “So doing something good for other people,” one of the girls said, “makes you feel good.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dr. Joy said. “And when you feel good, you are more likely to repeat that behavior, which is a benefit for the entire group. And it boosts you as a leader as well.” 
 
    Thinking about it, Nelson could almost see the process in himself. At school, in high school, he was a leader. He was the president of the student council, and he loved to get things done for others to enjoy. With the band, he excelled at making sure everyone was in the right key with all the instruments tuned up and ready to go. The things that made him crazy were other people who put overwhelming expectations on him, changing his schedule with no notice, and showing up not prepared to help or work. Cortisol. He could feel his energy threatening to come apart even as he thought about them. In his notebook, he wrote:  
 
    external control = cortisol = pain  
 
    internal control = serotonin = pleasure 
 
    Crazy. There was a whole world of stuff going on inside of him that he hadn’t even known was there. How much more was there to learn? 
 
    “We’ll start there next week,” Dr. Joy said. “Oh, and before you go, I wanted to let you know that there will be a campus keynote tonight at Sutherly’s Hall with Teresa Roberts. If you bring your ticket stub from it to class on Tuesday, I will give you extra credit on your next test.” With that, the students began to move, but she took a step toward him. “Nelson, I know you’re an engineering major and all that, but this campus keynote…” 
 
    Nelson grinned at her. “I’m already on it. Got my ticket this morning.” 
 
    She looked surprised and pleased. “Great. I think it will be right up your alley. I’ve known this speaker for several years. She was a research assistant of mine at one time. I think you’ll appreciate what she has to say.” 
 
    “I’ll be there, and thanks for the head’s up.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Teresa Roberts said that night after none other than Dr. Joy introduced her. “Welcome, students, staff, faculty, and guests.” 
 
    Six rows back seated next to LJ who was next to Yoli, Nelson smiled as he opened his notebook discreetly on his lap. He’d noticed he was one of the only students to bring one, and he tried not to feel self-conscious about that, but he did anyway. Oh, well, too late now.  
 
    “I’m so honored to be here tonight to speak to you and with you,” Ms. Roberts said. “Not so very long ago, I was sitting right where you are tonight, listening to a lecture much like this one. As I recall, Dr. Brown had assigned us that lecture.” She smiled at the woman now seated in the front row. “In fact, a lot about my life changed during that semester.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. He knew that feeling. 
 
    “First, tonight I want to talk with you about telescopes and microscopes. Not the scientific kind but the internal kind. You see, you might think that I came here tonight to speak to a bunch of students, but that’s not how I see it. I believe I came here to speak to an important group of leaders. Not someday leaders, not future leaders, but right now leaders. The truth is, we all can be and in many ways are leaders in our own lives, not someday but right now. That’s why these concepts are so important because as leaders, we are not just shaping the world around us for ourselves but for those under our leadership as well.” 
 
    The note-taking began in earnest, and Nelson drilled down so he didn’t miss anything. 
 
    “People in our world talk today about goal-setting,” Ms. Roberts said. “And we’ve talked about it so much and so often that when we use that terminology, people’s eyes start glazing over. So to start off tonight, instead, I want to talk to you about telescoping and microscoping your life. If you only hear this and get this tonight and if you can find ways to put this to work in your life, I guarantee your life will change in measurable, positive ways. 
 
    “The first thing we want to look at is telescope thinking. A telescope in the scientific sense allows us to see…?” 
 
    “Far,” someone said. 
 
    “That’s right, far. Really far. The bigger and stronger the telescope, the farther we can see and the more accurately we can see far. I liken this to someone who has vision. Vision is the ability to see where you’re going. You don’t just look at what you want to eat for breakfast or think about the homework that’s due at 11 the morning it’s due. Instead, looking into the telescope of your life, you ask, ‘Where am I going? Where do I want to go? And how am I going to get there?’ 
 
    “Asking these questions is long-range thinking. Maybe you want to be an astronaut or become the mayor. Maybe you want to have a family or become a teacher. It is important to think long-range about where you’re going because if you don’t, then you will be at the mercy of any and all external forces. Parents, teachers, counselors, random events that come up, even circumstances can move you off course if you don’t know where you are going. 
 
    “The problem with only thinking long-range, however, is that it’s easy to have goals and dreams that just stay… goals and dreams. I, for example, wanted to be a part of a rock band when I was young. I dreamed of being on stage, playing for stadiums full of people. Now maybe you could say I’m living the dream right now.” She grinned and several in the audience laughed. “But this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind back then. 
 
    “But here’s the thing. While my dream was to become a rock star, I never really did anything about it. Band in school was boring, so I quit. I was never very good at choir, and the guitar my mom bought for me when I was 14 is still sitting in the corner of my room at home collecting dust. 
 
    “So while telescope thinking is incredibly important, if that is all you do, you will one day wake up giving a lecture on a stage rather than jamming out on one.” Again, she smiled and others laughed. “That brings us to the importance of microscope thinking. You see, after you set your long-term goals, you need to then focus on the right here and now, on the steps you have to take now to get to your telescope goal. If I wanted to go to New York, I wouldn’t just get in a car and start driving around or get on a plane with no knowledge of the destination. After I know where I’m going, I have to take specific steps to get there. If you want to play in the NBA, what steps should you be taking right now to get there? And I’m talking laser-like focus on obtaining and learning the skills that you will need to go there. You can’t just play a pick-up game on Tuesday nights and think you’re going to make that long-term dream of the NBA a reality. 
 
    “Microscope thinking is this, ‘What steps do I need to take today to get me to my telescope vision of what I want my life to look like in the future?’ If I’m a student and I want good grades, what concrete steps do I need to take today to get there? Don’t think that you can want good grades and then skip class and skimp on homework and get there. You’ll go somewhere, but it won’t be where you think you want to go. 
 
    “See, life really is what you make it. You design your life. You make your life. Oh, sure, your parents may want you to be successful in school, but ultimately, any success you have is dependent upon what you decide to do or not to do. 
 
    “And that brings us to the topic of conscious living. As any of you who have taken psychology know,” Ms. Roberts said as a huge picture of an iceberg, both the top part and the submerged part appeared on the screen behind her, “our bio-system, our bodies, take in about 16 trillion bits of information per second, but most of us are only aware of about 2,000 of those bits. Conscious living is about learning to become aware of more of what’s going on in our lives. 
 
    “However, there’s a catch. What happens for most of us is that as we become aware, we don’t just become aware of only the good with the rainbows and unicorns. Most of the time, the first things to come up when we turn on the lights in our consciousness are things we would rather not see, maybe even things we have deliberately buried because we don’t want to see or deal with them.” 
 
    Nelson sighed at that. Boy, did he know that feeling. 
 
    “So when we start to try to get conscious or to raise our conscious awareness of our lives, the bad stuff comes up and we become overwhelmed and stressed by it. What happens in our bodies when we become stressed?” 
 
    “Cortisol,” Nelson said under his breath as his eyes widened. 
 
    Someone on the other side of the room supplied the same answer. 
 
    Cortisol = pain, he wrote. 
 
    “Exactly. Cortisol. And when cortisol enters our system, it triggers…” 
 
    “Fight or flight,” someone said. 
 
    “In fact, our consciousness is wired to tell us two things: things that are important or things that are threatening. Everything else is filtered out because you’ve conditioned your brain that those are the two things you always need to attend to. So if you get up in the morning and you have a test, that’s either important or a threat depending on your viewpoint. Either way, everything else gets pushed off because you haven’t trained your brain to handle more than what is important or what is threatening in any given moment. If you try to, you will get overwhelmed. So guess what? We spend a lot of our time… overwhelmed. 
 
    “But if we are to grow and become in our world, we have to get past this block of overwhelm when we try to become conscious. Living consciously brings up difficult things that feel like threats, that brings up overwhelm, so to stay out of the stress and overwhelm, our solution is to just not get conscious. But understand, the only way you can ever step up and take the reins of your life is to get conscious about what is going on, why, and start asking ‘how do I change it?’ Otherwise, you are constantly at the mercy of everything and everyone around you. 
 
    “So how do we get conscious? We get conscious by being willing to take responsibility for whatever comes up as we become conscious. ‘But,’ you say, ‘I’ve been trying to ignore the fact that I grew up in a home where there was abuse.’ Okay. How’s that working for you? For most of us, ignoring the bad things doesn’t make them go away. Confronting them, handling them, dealing with them and getting past them, that’s how they lose power over us. But most of us push those bad things down under the conscious level so we ‘don’t have to deal with them’ even though we know that no matter how hard we try, they keep coming up time and again. 
 
    “Becoming conscious and taking responsibility for our lives takes immense courage. It takes being willing to take a good, long hard look at the things in our life that are broken. The things others have broken in our lives and the things that we ourselves have broken, and taking responsibility for doing what we can to fix them. That’s tough and sometimes, it’s really tough. That’s why, many of us would prefer to live with the lights off, only conscious of a little bit of what is going on—just the top of that iceberg, not all the stuff under the surface. 
 
    “Make no mistake. That is your decision. But I will tell you this, the more conscious you are, the more you have taken responsibility for the direction, the vision, and the day-to-day execution of your life, the more phenomenal your life will be. You will no longer walk around in fear about if the teacher is going to fail you because first of all, you took responsibility for that grade and you got the homework done, on time, and on point, and you studied for the test—a lot. You don’t leave things to chance or happenstance. You’re not at the mercy of circumstances. You have become an active, conscious director and participant in your own story. You are the author, and you can write it however you want to. You figure out where you’re going—telescope, and you create a concrete plan that you work on day after day to get there—microscope. Do those things, and one day, you might be up here… or up on a stadium stage somewhere living your dream. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to go eat?” LJ asked Nelson as they exited the auditorium. 
 
    Nelson looked from one to the other as in the aisle they paired up. Being the third wheel didn’t really sound appealing. “Ah, I don’t…” 
 
    But Yoli cut him off. “Oh, come on. You know you want to. Just say yes and save us all the drama in the middle.” 
 
    That made Nelson smile. “Uh, then I guess the answer is yes.” 
 
    They chose a small burger joint just off campus and in no time, they were huddled under the dim light discussing everything. 
 
    “Oh, before I forget.” Yoli slipped something out of her purse and pushed it across the table. ‘The Greatest Showman.’ 
 
    “You sure you don’t need it?” 
 
    “Nah,” she said with a laugh. “I already wrote my paper.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Nelson asked. “What’d you do it on?” 
 
    “The lighting. I contrasted it with Phantom. It turned out pretty good.” She put her hands on the table as LJ sat with his arm around the back of her. “The spectacle of both of them is just so immense. It’s interesting because Phantom was Broadway and then they brought it to the big screen. Showman will probably go the other way. I just love to watch how God births things into our world. It’s so fascinating.” 
 
    “Births things?” Nelson asked as he stowed the DVD in the pocket of his jacket. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, it’s not there, it’s not even a thing, and then all of a sudden it is, and the whole world changes because of it. I keep going back to Plato’s table, how there’s a perfect table in the mind of God, a less perfect table in the mind of man, and the thing we know as a table in reality. Each step down is a little less perfect. When I watch something like Showman or even Phantom, I can’t help but think that story came from somewhere, from someone. It was nothing and then it was in someone’s mind to do and then the people worked on it, created it, formed it, molded it, and made it so that we can watch it, and then it’s in our minds too.” 
 
    “Huh,” Nelson said. Why did he always feel like he should have deep sea scuba gear when he talked with Yoli? “I never thought of it like that.” 
 
    “I know not everyone ‘gets’ God.” She put finger quotes around that word. “But to me, I can’t comprehend something just magically springing from nothing. I think it has to come from somewhere, or better yet Someone. So I watch Showman, and it blows me away how many lives and events had to come together just so for it even to be made. And Phantom, I mean, forget about it. Have you watched any of the extras? Just the story about how the music was created for it is incredible. How the one guy was working on the lyrics, and it just wasn’t working. Then they got this other guy who was basically an unknown…” She stopped, shook her head, and smiled. “Wow.” 
 
    Nelson had no idea what just happened. “Wow… what?” 
 
    “Well, it’s the same story,” she said as if she was reading it in front of her. “Benj and Justin with Showman. They were unknown songwriters when Jackman found them. I think they even had to lie to the studio or something like that to get them to agree to use them. Then at the very end, they got a guy in to polish it, and he added and shaped what they had. It’s just so amazing to me how God puts each puzzle piece just-so in place to make this masterpiece.” 
 
    “So you think that was God?” Nelson asked, not in challenge but out of curiosity. 
 
    “You don’t?” Yoli asked, and it was more of a challenge. 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, maybe more than I used to, but it was still just people.” 
 
    However, Yoli shook her head. “No. I don’t believe that anymore.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No.” She leaned back under LJ’s arm. “God is working things out for our best good. When we cooperate with Him and get in line with that, things, the right things, happen at the right time.” Grinning at LJ, she kissed him softly. “Perfect example right here.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Well, I’d just gotten dumped by a guy I’d been going with for almost two years. He was a real head case.” Her gaze fell to the table for a second, and when it came back up, it landed on LJ rather than Nelson. Slowly, LJ nodded. A second more and she swung her gaze over to Nelson. “Growing up, my home life was pretty rough. I learned early on that women were used and then discarded like old tissue. My mom… had it pretty rough. She had three kids by the time she was my age, and not one of the guys stayed with her. Then she met my stepdad, and I think she needed the paycheck more than she needed herself.” Yoli’s story slowed down to nothing. “He beat her. He beat us.” 
 
    Nelson raked in a hard, awful gulp of air. He’d heard this story, but never straight from her. 
 
    “When I was 14,” Yoli said before taking a very long, slow breath, “he started…” She waved her hand rather than expounding on the thought, and Nelson gulped again and nodded his understanding. “When he’d come home drunk, it was always the same thing, the same nightmare over and over again. Then one night, I couldn’t take it anymore. I snuck out. I’d saved up enough bus fare to get me to my uncle’s house in Tacoma. I was a wreck to be honest. Thank God they believed me. They took me in and went and got my younger sister and brother too. It wasn’t long after that, my stepdad freaked out, and….” 
 
    The story trailed off, and when her eyes came up to his, they held unbelievable anguish. “Mom didn’t make it out.” Yoli nodded as the pain slashed across her face. “It was a really horrible time for all of us. I felt so guilty about all of it, like it was my fault, and if I just hadn’t said anything... I was lost and hurting. I didn’t know where to even go with all of it. When I finally graduated, my uncle wanted me to go to college, and I did not want to disappoint him. So I went. But I didn’t know how to be stable with relationships, so I basically hooked up with any guy that looked my way. Then, one day I happened to sit by this girl in my Economics class. I hated Economics, but she was amazing. She invited me to her church, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Eventually, I went, and God got a real hold on my life. 
 
    “I got better, but my love life was trapped in what I’d always known. I had a boyfriend who was controlling and manipulative. He never hit me, but honestly, I knew that was never far away from what he was capable of. If he said, ‘Jump,’ I said, ‘Where to and how high?’ The stupid thing is, I called him my boyfriend, but I knew he was sleeping around on me. When I’d ‘find out,’ we’d have these huge screaming matches, and he’d say he was done with this, with us, with me. Of course, I would beg him not to leave, and to punish me, he would. He’d be gone for a week or so, just disappear, and I’d completely fall apart.” 
 
    Nelson could hardly picture Yoli the Strong falling apart and taking that from any guy on the planet. She seemed more like the type that would rip your heart out if you crossed her. 
 
    “Last fall, we had one of those break-ups, and once again, I was a complete mess. During that, one of my friends asked me to sign up to help her for this conference thing she was going to be speaking at for the college.” 
 
    “For here,” Nelson clarified. “Northwestern.” 
 
    “Yes, for here,” she said. “So I went, not really wanting to, but I’d said yes, so I couldn’t back out of it. I didn’t want to be, but I was there, handing out these brochures after her talk when this… guy… walked in.” With a shy smile, she ducked over to LJ. “And he kept hanging out around our table, talking to us. I thought he was interested in Myleigh, my friend, but when the day was over, he asked for my number instead. I gave it to him, but you know how it is, I figured he either wouldn’t call, or he would be just like all the rest of them.” She turned to him and grinned. “Boy, was I wrong on both counts there.” Leaning over, she gently kissed him. “So I guess that’s why I believe God is putting things together the way they are supposed to be. I know for me, I could have been assigned to two other rooms that day, and LJ could have been assigned to like twelve other ones. So why us, why there, why did it happen so we could meet and talk and… get together?” 
 
    “And what about the other guy?” Nelson asked. “The boyfriend?” 
 
    “Oh, him?” Yoli laughed. “Yeah. It took me about three months of not answering any of his texts or calls for him to get the message, but he finally did. I’ve seen him a couple times on campus, but I see him for what he was now—a playa that was just toying with me because I was stupid enough to let him.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now,” she said as if she was thinking again, “now, I’m trying to do things the way God would have me do them. It’s not always easy, but it’s a whole lot easier than trying to do it my way.” She laughed. “Pastor Mark said one day that God’s way works, my way doesn’t. I’ll tell you from experience, truer words were never spoken.” 
 
    “I guess.” Nelson put his head down just as the burgers arrived. When the waiter was gone, he played with a fry but didn’t really eat it. Finally he sighed. “It’s hard to stop doing things you’ve done all your life. I mean, you do things and then later on, sometimes a lot later on, you realize how dumb it was to do that.” 
 
    “Like?” Yoli asked, and Nelson looked up as if only then realizing he was saying those things out loud. 
 
    Instead of eating, he pitched the fry to the plate and sat back, reeling on the memories of how he had mishandled his own love life. A moment and another, and running his hand down his face, he shook his head. “There was this girl…” 
 
    “Paige,” Yoli said with a nod, and Nelson thought to ask but didn’t have the words. 
 
    “Yeah, Paige.” The sound of her name coming out of his heart nearly ripped him in two. Why had he been so stupid? “We broke up because I was leaving.” 
 
    Yoli nodded as she took a drink. “Friends?” 
 
    “Not really. Not like that.” Nelson picked up another fry but didn’t eat it. “I pretty much wrote her off when I got up here, and she…” 
 
    “Wrote you off too?” Yoli asked. 
 
    Man, this hurt. It was like walking through fire in slow motion. “I thought so. That’s… I thought… I don’t know. I went back at Christmas, and I saw her, just at a party. And she…” He swallowed. “She’s still so beautiful, so sweet, just like before. And I was such a jerk to her… not like hitting her or sleeping around on her or stuff like that, but like, leading her on, telling her I’d be her forever, that I’d never let her down, stuff like that.” 
 
    “Because you wanted her to like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, and she did, but not… not like that. Not like ‘I love you’ ‘I love you too’ kind of love. Like real love. I see now, she was my rock. I could talk to her about anything—even the crazy stuff with my family. And she never caved. She never ran or turned her back on me. She was rock-solid, right there, no matter what. And then, I left, thinking we would both just move on. How much sense does that make?” 
 
    “Well, there’s something to be said for needing time and space to find yourself.” 
 
    “Is that what I did?” he asked hopefully. But he dropped his gaze just as quickly. “I guess it doesn’t matter now. I killed her in the process.” 
 
    “Kil…” 
 
    “Not literally,” he said with a hard shake of his head. “I mean, I let her down big time. And now… I don’t know. Even if I go home, it’s not going to be the same.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Yoli said. “You’ve changed and so has she I’m sure. But that might not be such a bad thing.” 
 
    “It’s not?” Nelson asked in surprise threaded with hope. 
 
    Yoli smiled softly at him. “Look, one thing I’ve learned about being with God, when you hang around Him, weakness and trials have purpose. In the world, they just break you down and crush you, but like Pastor Mark said the other night, the only way to get wine is to crush the grapes. Sometimes for us to really learn, we have to be crushed, broken down, and made new. With God, weakness has purpose, trials, even tragedies aren’t just randomness signifying nothing. With God, they help us learn how short life is, how fragile it all is so maybe we can do it better as we go along. Without God, it’s like you take a single thread and pull it, and the whole thing comes unraveled. But with God… 
 
    “You flip the tapestry.” Nelson remembered well Pastor Mark’s sermon at Kendall’s service about the tapestry that was just a mess on one side, but when you flipped it over, it all made sense. He’d held onto that sermon like none other because he so needed it to be true. 
 
    She paused in confusion. “Huh?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Nelson said quickly. “Go on.” 
 
    “What I know,” Yoli continued slowly, “is that the world did a really good job of crushing me. I felt pretty worthless and rotten about everything that happened. But now, I see it completely different. When girls come in to the center or even to youth group and talk about feeling used and abused and worthless, I’m not imagining… I know how they feel. I know. I’ve been there. I know what it takes to get out, how hard it is even if you have a support system. I don’t flippantly know. I really know. And I’m seeing now how God can use those experiences that I went through for me to help other people.” 
 
    Nelson nodded, wanting to believe her but not sure how to get where she was. 
 
    “Reality,” Yoli said softly, “what happened to me doesn’t change. What changes is what I choose for that to mean, and what I choose to do with it, how I choose to look at it. Pastor Mark helped me a lot.” She looked at LJ and smiled. “And so has LJ. Bad things happen. That’s a given. Everybody has bad stuff. It’s how you frame that in your mind, and what you choose to do with it that matters.” 
 
      
 
    When he got back to the dorms after leaving LJ to take Yoli home, Nelson sat on his bed and pulled out his notebook. He wanted to try to capture all that she had said before it was gone. As he wrote, he let his thoughts go to Paige and all that had happened with her. In a strange way, he could see it now—that their break-up was inevitable because of how he was back then. He wasn’t in their relationship for her good, he was in it for how it made him feel, how she made him feel. 
 
    He had thought that she was interchangeable with any other girl. Now, he realized she was not. But maybe he needed that understanding, needed to see that her kind of love was different, special, precious. Yes, he had messed up by leaving, but the truth was, he wasn’t man enough back then to be the guy she needed him to be. He wasn’t sure he was now either, but he was at least willing to try. 
 
    Grabbing up his laptop, he thought about the telescopes and microscopes. He knew where he wanted to go, now, he needed to start taking the steps to get there. In seconds he had the Tech website up. He’d applied. Now it was time to figure out how he was going to make this work.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Paige knew they should talk about Saturday night and the whole Taylor coming thing. The problem was, every time they talked, Greg sounded positively exhausted, and she lost her nerve. So by Saturday evening when she was digging in the lower island cabinet for the paper plates, she very nearly took her head off when she heard the front door open. 
 
    “This is it,” Taylor said in the syrupy sweet voice that always made Paige sick to her stomach. “Home sweet home.” 
 
    “Nice,” the deeper male voice said, and Paige froze. She was behind the island and hidden from view, which was good and bad. Good because they didn’t know she was there. Bad because she couldn’t see anything. “So where’s your room?” the guy asked in a seductive voice that raised Paige’s eyebrows of their own volition. 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” Taylor said in that sickeningly cute voice. “Now you promised.” 
 
    “I know, but can you blame me?” the guy said, and before she got trapped in a nightmare she wanted no part of, Paige forced herself to stand.  
 
    The sight that met her eyes nearly took her knees out from under her. She blinked twice to hold in the gasp and to keep herself from saying something she would surely regret. Instead, she closed the island door with her knee making sure it banged shut. 
 
    At the noise, both her sister and the guy currently smothering her jerked to attention though he immediately swiveled to keep his well-tattooed arm securely around Taylor. It looked more like a chokehold than a snuggle, and Paige had to force herself to act like this was all perfectly normal. However, the more she stood there, the more she knew, normal this was not. The guy had dark, sandy-blond hair that was upswept in the front revealing a square face and dark, brooding eyes with squared-off eyebrows. He would have been handsome were it not for the rumble of trouble in his eyes not to mention the arm-length, full-color tattoos on both arms. The black biker vest completed the bad-boy look. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Paige,” Taylor said, grinning as she sidled even closer in to tattoo-guy. She looked up at him fawnlike and smiled sweetly. “This is Chris Roarke.” 
 
    Wow, did Paige want to say something snarky as she looked from one to the other of them. Her dad was going to have a heyday with this one. Too bad her parents wouldn’t be back until later. She swallowed all of that down and somehow got a smile to her face. “Hi, Chris, it’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said with a toss of his head backward. A second and his gaze went back down to Taylor. “So where’m I supposed to put my things?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah,” Taylor said, jumping back to life. She stepped forward and grabbed his hand. “It’s this way. I hope you don’t mind. It’s the basement.” 
 
    “The basement… great…” 
 
    As he went by, he checked Paige with a look, and when they were gone, Paige seriously considered cancelling the whole evening. She closed her eyes and shook her head. This was worse than a nightmare. 
 
      
 
    Nelson had gone into full mapping everything out mode on Friday. By Saturday he had chosen a major at Tech—music production with a minor in performance piano. He was toying with adding guitar to that, but he hadn’t yet decided. Mapping out classes was a feat he hadn’t anticipated being so challenging, but many of the courses he had taken at Northwestern didn’t correspond number-wise with courses at Tech, so he wasn’t sure what might transfer and what definitely would not. He figured most of the basics would, and surely the math and engineering would count at electives. 
 
    “Still at it?” LJ asked when he got back from his study group. 
 
    Scratching his cheek, Nelson scrolled through everything. “Getting there.” 
 
    LJ fell onto his bed and propped his head up with his hand. “So, not that this is here or there, but you got a plan for where you’re going to live when you get there? It’s not like you can commute from Atlanta.” 
 
    Actually, Nelson had been running that question around the back track of his mind since he’d sent in his application. “They have apartments.” 
 
    “But didn’t you say you weren’t going to Tech until the fall? What’re you doing for the summer? Or are you just going to jump right in to Tech in June?” 
 
    That was an option. Not one Nelson wanted to take exactly, but… 
 
    He let out a breath. “This microscope thing is harder than it looks.” 
 
    LJ nodded. “Tell me about it. You made this whole A thing look like a breeze.” 
 
    “A thing?” Nelson asked, and LJ grinned and shrugged. 
 
    “Let’s just say you inspired me to do a little better than I had been.” 
 
    “I inspired you? Wow. Would’ve never seen that one coming.” Nelson grinned back. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it happens.” LJ rolled up and off the bed. “Oh, by the way, you up for helping out with services tomorrow night?” 
 
    Nelson laughed softly. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Things did not improve when Wes and Lauren got there at seven. One look as Wes shook Chris’s hand, and Paige knew they were in for fireworks. 
 
    “Chris,” Wes said, and there was a definite undertone to that syllable. 
 
    “Hey, Lauren,” Taylor said, and she stepped forward to give Lauren a hug that had Lauren’s eyebrows reaching for the ceiling. “It’s so good to see you again.” With that she went back under the arm of anaconda boy, and her smile could have lit New York.  
 
    “Y-yeah, you too,” Lauren said uneasily. 
 
    In the ensuing awkwardness, Wes looked around. “Uh? Greg not here yet?” 
 
    “Oh,” Paige said, snapping to. “He just got off work. He was going home to change. We can go on downstairs if you want.” 
 
    “Okay. Great,” Wes said, but it was clear to anyone listening it was anything but great. 
 
      
 
    For the next thirty minutes, Paige worked rehearsing how to be when Greg showed up. Part of her wanted to put on the show Taylor and Chris were as they snuggled together on the couch, but that was hardly how she was with Greg. The last thing she wanted to do was make Greg more uncomfortable than he surely would be anyway. 
 
    With only one person versed in the instruments, they didn’t have much choice but to wait for Greg’s arrival. Maybe she should go upstairs, wait, meet him at the door, warn him about how bad this was going to be, or convince him to escape with her altogether. That wouldn’t be a bad idea considering the giggling ridiculousness that was currently inhabiting one side of the basement. It was enough to send even Paige right over the edge. 
 
    “Here we go. Oh, come on, one more,” Taylor said, angling her cell phone out from her and Chris for yet another selfie. How many could they possibly need? “Say, ‘Taylor loves me.’” 
 
    He didn’t. Instead, he put on a dour look that was somewhere between intimidating and malicious. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That one was great,” Taylor said, sitting up from his lap and tip-tapping on her phone as his hand stayed on her hip. “I’m so sending that one to Trina.” 
 
    “So, Chris,” Wes asked, clearly trying to be amiable as he stepped over into the lion’s den, “you go to Tech then?” 
 
    “Ah, no. School’s not really my thing.”  
 
    On his lap, Taylor turned and dropped next to him again. “One for my wall.” She snapped the photo, sat up, and went back to tip-tapping. 
 
    “Oh? What is your thing?” Wes asked, and Paige could feel the fight to not explode pouring off of her friend. 
 
    Chris shrugged. “Ah, you know, just chillin’ mostly.” 
 
    “Chillin’.” It was an all-out fight for Wes not to raise his eyebrows at that one. “Kinda hard to put food on a plate just chillin’.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. You know how it is,” Chris said, and even Paige had to fight not to puzzle at that. Taylor seemed not to be concerned about any of it as she cuddled in and grinned for the camera. 
 
    “You know, I don’t know,” Wes said, and Paige heard the ire rise in his voice about the same time Lauren reacted to it. “How is…” 
 
    “Never fear, the Gregster is here!” Greg said in a tone Paige had never heard before. In the next second he breached the bottom step and came into the basement. He was dressed in a casual heather-gray T-shirt that nicely showed off his muscles without being too obvious. In his hand opposite where they sat swung a guitar case. “Let the party begin!” He put out his other hand as if announcing his arrival. 
 
    “Greg!” Lauren said with joy as if he was the last life preserver on a sinking ship. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time,” Wes said, standing from his seat, backward on one of the chairs. He put his hand out and shook Greg’s.  
 
    “Gotta make the big bucks,” Greg said with a grin, and Paige’s heart turned over for him. 
 
    She stood from one of the cushioned chairs and went over to him. Giving him a hug and liking how his arm felt when he put it around her. She wished she could whisk him away from this nightmare and never come back again. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” he said, pulling back from her and letting his eyes drink hers in. She so wanted to apologize to him for dragging him into this mess, but she didn’t know how. Before she got those words lined up, he leaned in to her and kissed her gently. “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    Paige swallowed, feeling awkward with everyone standing there watching them. “It’s okay. I understand.” 
 
    “Greg,” Taylor said from behind Paige, and Paige’s gaze fell from Greg’s even as his went past her shoulder to her older sister. 
 
    “Oh. Hey, Tay.” He set the guitar case down, stepped past Paige and right into Taylor’s arms. 
 
    Watching them, Paige wound her arms at her middle. Why did watching them like that hurt like it did? It was stupid. Greg was with her, not Taylor. Just how ‘not with Taylor’ he was became abundantly clear in the next second. 
 
    “It’s great to see you again,” Taylor said, sliding out of his arms, and Paige couldn’t help but see the lost puppy dog look on his face. 
 
    “Yeah. You too,” Greg said as he fought to drag a smile to his face. 
 
    Taylor turned halfway and met Chris coming the other way. “Oh, Greg, this is Chris.” 
 
    Greg put out his hand and did a more-than-plausible job of acting like he was happy to meet the guy that stepped up. “Chris.” 
 
    “Chris Roarke,” Chris said, grasping and clenching Greg’s hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Greg said with a hard nod. When he stepped back, it took another two seconds for him to remember Paige was standing there and two more for him to get his arm back around her. 
 
    “Well, what’re we doing standing around?” Wes finally asked. “Let’s do this thing.” 
 
      
 
    LJ was right. With the transfer process started, Nelson needed to get serious about the details and not just the dreams. He pulled up rental property listings for around Tech, putting off the other question for the moment. Of course, he could also live in the dorms once he got to Tech, so he pulled up those options as well. 
 
    With no job and so far no scholarships either, paying for any of it much less all of it was going to be tough. So midway down the dorm listings, he pulled up another search for employment listings and then the one for financial aid again. This was starting to become more than a little overwhelming. 
 
      
 
    As the guys and Taylor went about getting things ready, Lauren sat next to Paige and with wide eyes, shook her head. She rolled her eyes sideways toward Chris and tipped her head as if to say, “What was Taylor thinking?” 
 
    Paige got the message from her friend, but she was more concerned about her boyfriend at the moment. His head and gaze were down as he flipped on the keyboard and went through the motions of making sure it still played. 
 
    “We need to tune up,” Wes said, his gaze on his guitar. 
 
    “K,” Greg said.  
 
    “You want the other guitar?” Taylor asked after turning on the amp and checking the mics. 
 
    “I can get it,” Greg said, his gaze jerking up and over to her. 
 
    “It’s okay.” She was already headed over to the other side. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get it.” 
 
    It was impossible not to notice how Greg’s gaze went with Taylor all the way across the room before snapping back to his previous task. 
 
    “E,” Wes said, and Greg shook his head and let out a small breath.  
 
    “I can help,” Chris said, swinging up to go over to Taylor, and pain streaked right down Greg’s face like a cat-scratch. “Wouldn’t want you to strain your cute little self.” 
 
    “Ah,” Taylor said happily as she came up with the guitar. “You’re so sweet. Look at you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Chris said, angling himself between her and them as he wrapped her in his arms. “Look at me.” He kissed her soundly even as she held onto the guitar. 
 
    Ugh. Really? Could they be any more sickening?  
 
    “E,” Wes said again. 
 
    “Hey,” Greg called over to them. “This year please?” 
 
    “E.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” With a tiny shake of his head, Greg bent over the keyboard and hit a note. However, his angry glance back over at the two lovebirds was less than subtle. He swept the shock of dark hair out of his eyes and hit the next note for Wes. 
 
    “No you are,” Taylor said as they came back over to the group, her gaze anchored up on Chris who looked like he was trying to test out the physics law of two objects occupying the same space at the same time.  
 
    “No, you are,” Chris said, and he leaned down to her and kissed her, missing her lips and going to her neck instead. 
 
    “Babe, stop that,” she said, playfully pushing him away. 
 
    “Not my fault. I can’t help it with you around.” And he dragged her around to him and kissed her again. 
 
    “Today?” Greg asked, the emotion spilling over into his voice. “This week? Before Christmas maybe?” 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Taylor said, kissing Chris like he was going off to war. “Don’t miss me too much.” 
 
    “I’ll be right here, watching.” 
 
    “You better.” When Taylor turned, Chris swatted at her rear end, and she turned to him coquettishly. “Stop that.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “Couldn’t help myself.” With a grin and a fold of his hands, he fell into the chair they’d been occupying and tipped his head at her. “You bring out the bad boy in me.” 
 
    “In this lifetime?” Greg asked, his tone falling dangerously close to anger. 
 
    Taylor kissed her fingers and made a peace sign to Chris who returned the gesture back but much less sweetly and far more arrogantly. With that, she sauntered and swayed the guitar right over to the guys. “Here you go. Is this the one you wanted?” 
 
    Actually it looked like either or both of them wanted to beat her over the head with the thing. 
 
    “Yeah. Sure,” Greg said, taking it from her with a swipe. With a shake of his head that probably only Paige saw, he tuned the second guitar up before straightening. “So what’re we starting with?” 
 
    “I want to do Hopelessly,” Taylor said as she took the mic closest to Chris and turned it to face him. 
 
    Of course, Paige thought as disbelief and anger sliced right through her. Why don’t you just take Greg out and shred him completely while you’re at it? 
 
    Could this night get any worse? 
 
      
 
    It was a call Nelson wasn’t sure he could or should make, but at nearly 8:30, he knew if he didn’t do it now, he might never get it done. Sitting on his bed, he dialed the number and halfway prayed that Wes would be too busy to talk… or that he wouldn’t answer at all. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately the night had gotten worse. Much worse. Paige had watched helplessly as Greg fought to sing the love songs that so clearly he had always meant for Taylor even as she sang them to someone else. The hint of a crack that never seemed to leave a single note he sang tore her up, and it didn’t help that he wouldn’t even look over at her.  
 
    At the end of each song, Paige and Lauren clapped and even cheered a couple times, trying to keep the mood in the room from drowning in the tears completely.  
 
    “That was great,” Lauren said after the fifth song, her bubbles sounding like they’d been forced out of her at gunpoint.  
 
    “Yeah, I love that harmony, Greg,” Paige added, wishing she could just get up, go over to him, and give him a hug. He looked badly beaten down and completely defeated. When he glanced at her for a couple of seconds, she could have sworn there were tears in his eyes. 
 
    At that moment, Wes’s cell phone went off, and frowning at either it or the situation, he dug it out of his pocket, took one look at it, and nearly took his head off getting the bass off his shoulder. “Oh, sorry, guys. I’ve got to take this.” He swiped the thing on but headed for the stairs before he even said hello. 
 
    In concern, Paige looked at Lauren who looked as stunned as her friend felt. “What’s that about?” 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t know.” With the concern following her up, Lauren stood and headed for the stairs as well. “Be right back.” 
 
    And just like that, Paige was left in the middle of a love triangle she knew nobody would win. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Nels,” Wes said like he’d just run a mile. “What’s up?” 
 
    It was impossible to understand or explain how settling that voice was to Nelson. It really was like coming home. He let out a breath even as a smile spread through him. “Hey. I hope this isn’t a bad time.” 
 
    “Bad…? Uh. No. It’s fine. It’s cool. What’s up?” For some reason, Wes sounded rushed was well as winded. 
 
    “If you need me to, I can call back later,” Nelson said. “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “No, hey. It’s… it’s cool. Are you…? Are you okay? Do you need something?” 
 
    Nelson let out a long breath. “Well, actually, I have some news.” 
 
      
 
    With the impromptu intermission, Taylor abandoned the microphone and sidled back over to cuddle with her bad boy. She sat down on his lap crossways and recommenced acting very much like the explicit part of a bad romance novel.  
 
    Paige knew she was the one that would have to go over to Greg because he certainly wasn’t coming her direction, so she stood and carefully crossed the room to where he stood, only glancing back at her sister once. That was enough for her to know not to do that again. 
 
    Next to the keyboard where Greg stood as if transfixed by the thing, she stuck her fingers in her back pockets and tipped her head in frustrated concern before reaching over to touch his arm. “Hey,” the breath vibrated with her unease. Where to go with all of it and how? “So how… how was work today?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Serena late again?” 
 
    “As usual.” His head was down, his gaze only on the keys. 
 
    Strange how even over here, Paige wanted to hug him but couldn’t. The last thing she wanted to do was make an awkward situation even more so. “Uh, you know, I was going to order some pizzas. You hungry?” 
 
    “A little.” Leaving the keyboard, he reached down and swiped up his bottle of water from the floor and downed the rest of it before smashing the plastic in his hand with one crush.  
 
    “How does meat lovers sound?” 
 
    “Whatever.” He went back to the keys and plucked something she didn’t recognize out. “I don’t really care.” 
 
    Looking from him back over to the two who were all-but making out now, Paige let out a sigh. “Sorry about that.” She tipped her head toward them. 
 
    But Greg just shrugged. “Not your fault.” 
 
    So why did she feel like it was? 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be able to get any student loans for the summer,” Nelson said, “so I’m going to be living off my savings and whatever money I can bring in. It’s not much, but I think I can swing it. I was just wondering if you might know someone who might be looking for a roommate, or an employee.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, well, I haven’t heard of anything, but I haven’t really been looking either. So, when does summer start for you anyway?” 
 
    “Well, I have to be out of the dorms by the 10th,” Nelson said, eyeing the calendar he’d already started on his computer. “It’s a two-day drive so I’d be there like the 12th or so.” 
 
    “Of May?” 
 
    That seemed an odd question, but Nelson let it slide. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, okay. That gives me a little more than a month to do some checking around.” Wes took a breath. “So you’re really going to do this then? Like for real, for real. No second-guessing it at the last minute?” 
 
    Nelson half-laughed. “Man, I’ve spent my whole life second-guessing things, but not this one. This one finally feels right.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, then I guess I’ll see what I can do on this end.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks, Wes.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
      
 
     The fact that Wes and Lauren looked like a bomb had gone off upstairs when they came back down did not settle Paige’s heart at all. One glance over at them as they came off the last stair, and the fact that they might have hit the rocks as well drove over her. 
 
    “Yeah, not here,” Wes said to Lauren, and his gaze knifed right at and into Paige.  
 
    She couldn’t read the look and before she got the chance, it was gone. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time,” Taylor said in a huff when she saw them. “What’ve you two been doing upstairs, making out?” 
 
    The fact that Lauren might actually throttle Taylor slashed across Paige’s heart and alert system, and in the next second, she was fighting to smooth everything over. “I’m going to go ahead and order the pizza.” She held up her phone. “What does everyone want?” 
 
    To escape from this thing altogether seemed to be the general but unspoken consensus. 
 
    “Meat lovers is cool with me,” Greg said with a sniff as he swiped at his nose. “But whatever everybody else wants is fine.” 
 
    Somehow Paige got the order figured out and not sure it was healthy to leave them alone, she only went halfway up the stairs to place the order as the guys and Taylor decided on the next song. Pizza ordered, she sat for one more second because going back down there felt like death itself. 
 
    Back on the couch, she sat down by Lauren who took one look at her as Taylor sang about falling in love with Greg harmonizing right along with her, and Lauren reached over and put her arms around Paige.  
 
    Graduation, Paige thought after only a moment of confusion. It was coming so fast, and this chapter too would be over for them. What the future held, she wasn’t sure. But whatever it was, she certainly hoped they would all be friends on the other side of it. 
 
      
 
    With the call to Wes handled, Nelson took out his cinema paper on ‘The Greatest Showman.’ He hadn’t chosen a topic yet, and since LJ hadn’t returned, he had the room to himself. So he went over and slid the DVD in the little player, clicked the buttons on the TV that certainly couldn’t be called large and sat down to try once again to figure out what he was going to write about. 
 
      
 
    When the pizza had come, everyone went upstairs to eat, and when it was gone, no one seemed very interested in going back downstairs even when Chris and Taylor headed that way. The good news was, once they were gone, most of the general tension in the room finally seemed to dissipate as well. 
 
    “So,” Wes said as if he was walking into a minefield. “Lauren’s got news.” 
 
    Lauren checked him with wide eyes for a split second and then let out a breath. “Oh, yeah. That news.” She laughed with a shrug. “I got my official letter from Tech today. I’m in.” 
 
    “What?” Paige asked with a shriek. “You didn’t tell me that!” 
 
    “I got it after school,” Lauren said. “It was laying on the counter when Wes picked me up.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me when you got here?” Paige asked, letting her stool spiral around as Greg spiraled in next to her. Casually, he put his arm up on the back of her stool, and for the first time all evening, she thought things might be okay. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I got here, and things kind of got… weird.” It was clear how carefully Lauren chose that word. 
 
    “Yeah, what is up with that?” Wes asked, tipping his head to the hallway that led to the stairs. “Tay can’t be serious about that guy.” 
 
    Paige fought not to glance over at Greg even as she sighed. “Let’s hope not.” 
 
      
 
    It was crazy just how intricate the Showman movie was, and as he watched it for the second time, Nelson began to understand why he’d felt so disconcerted the first time. There wasn’t a second in the whole film where you could just take a breath and think for a moment, and the story gaps opened, closed, and reopened at a truly incredible pace. He was about halfway through it when LJ came back and without comment sat on his own bed and started watching as well. Nelson was glad of that because he was furiously taking notes. 
 
    There were a myriad of options of what he could write about, and every scene brought more ideas. By the end of the movie, he had a list of them as long as his arm.  
 
    “Love that movie,” LJ said. “Just makes you want to go out there and change the world.” 
 
    “Change the world huh?” Nelson went over to the television and ejected the disc. “You really think that’s possible?” 
 
    “Well, the way I figure it, there’s lots of folks out there changing it every day. People write books, they write songs, they teach, they preach—all of those change the world. Maybe not in big ways, but if you have enough little changes, then yeah, I think the world can change.” 
 
    Taking the disc to his bed, Nelson sat there, holding it. “I hope so.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    Paige was in the driveway saying a final good night to Greg who looked only mildly more like he was going to live through the experience when her parents drove into the driveway. Her gaze went over to them, and worry clamped down over her. She looked back at Greg sheepishly. “Can I just go home with you?” 
 
    His eyes fell in concern for her as he put his arms around her.  
 
    She let him hold her, not wanting to face going back inside.  
 
    “How bad is this going to be?” he asked, and she shook her head. 
 
    “I probably don’t want to find out.” 
 
    A second more and he let her go. “I’d better let you get in, or they’ll be…” 
 
    The front light flipped on, and both of them looked over at it. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he said, putting his hands down to his own waist. “Text me, okay? When you get in. Oh.” He glanced back at the door. “And just to be on the safe side, lock your bedroom door tonight.” 
 
    Paige raked in a breath. So this wasn’t all just her imagination. “You going to be at church tomorrow?” she asked, brushing her bangs out of her eyes. 
 
    “Course.” Reaching over carefully, Greg took her hand. “I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    She fought not to cry as she dove once more into his arms, and he kissed the top of her head. “Okay. I’ll see you there.” 
 
      
 
    Back in the house, everything was quiet, and as Paige watched Greg drive away, for one second she thought she might be in the clear. 
 
    “I thought Taylor was home,” her mother said from behind her. “Wasn’t that her car in the driveway?” 
 
    Horror sliced right through everything else as Paige turned to face her mother. “Uh, yeah. That’s her.” 
 
    “Well, where is she? She’s not in her room.” 
 
    Why? Why did she always get stuck explaining things about her sister that she wanted nothing to do with? “Oh, uh, yeah, well, her and Chris stayed down stairs I think.” 
 
    “Chris? Oh, her friend from college.” 
 
    That was one way to put it. “Yeah. I think she was showing him the equipment or something.” Or something was probably closer. Paige let out a long yawn. “Whew. I’m really tired. I think I’ll just head on to bed.” 
 
    “Okay,” her mother said. “Oh, and we’re going to church in the morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just told Greg I’d see him there.” And with that, Paige headed to her room as fast as she deemed acceptable. Once inside, she did as Greg had said and locked the door. For good measure she put the vanity chair up under the doorknob. However, the truth was, she wouldn’t feel totally safe until Taylor and Chris were no longer on the premises. 
 
      
 
    Apparently she wasn’t the only one who was less-than-enamored with her sister’s newest boyfriend. By morning the chill in the house could have frozen Brazil. It took only twenty seconds of being in the kitchen for her to know her parents’ assessment of their current house guest. 
 
    “You haven’t even given him a chance,” Taylor whined albeit at a near-whisper as the subject of the discussion was probably still sleeping. 
 
    “A chance?” their father said, nearly spitting the word as Paige went over and started throwing bread in the toaster in a vain attempt to stay out of the present conversation. “Okay, I’ll give him a chance. Is he going to school?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Okay, then, work. Where does he work?” 
 
    “I don’t see why that’s…” 
 
    “Does he have any kind of plan for the future?” her father asked even as her mother finished frying up eggs. “Anything at all?” 
 
    “He likes art some.” 
 
    “Art some…”  
 
    Paige could feel her father’s patience thinning dangerously just about the time the subject of the discussion came through the doorway on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Morning,” Chris said, and he was still in the same clothes from the day before. 
 
    Her father went deathly silent, and only her mother managed a good morning. Chris went right over to Taylor and gave her a hug, and Paige buttered the first toast that came up. Oh, to be able to disappear completely. 
 
    “Here you go, Chris,” her father said with a threat underpinning the words. “Have a seat.” 
 
    “Oh… okay.” 
 
    Paige wondered where she was going to sit, but she didn’t dare question it. 
 
    “So Taylor tells us you’re into art,” her father said. “What kind of art do you do exactly?” 
 
    For a full ten seconds there was silence. “Well, I have a friend who does tattoos,” Chris finally said. “I hang out with him a lot.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And this friend is someone from school?” 
 
    “Oh, uh. No. I’m not really in school.” 
 
    “Not really… Okay, so what are you in exactly?” 
 
    More toast came up, and Paige studiously spread the butter on it just as her mother took the eggs over to the island. 
 
    “You want coffee?” she asked her husband. 
 
    “Please,” he responded, barely acknowledging the question. “Are you into trades or industrial?” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    As Paige now had a good stack of toast, she took it over to the island just as Taylor reached to get herself an egg. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Taylor said, but her gaze was down on her plate. She reached for a piece of toast. 
 
    “Carbs?” Chris asked Taylor with a dour look and a shake of his head. “You know what those do to you, right?” 
 
    With a glance up at Paige, Taylor put the toast back on the plate. “Yeah.” 
 
    Never had Paige wanted to deck someone more, and that was saying something.  
 
    “Excuse me,” her father said from the other side of Chris as he reached for the plate of toast, which Paige immediately picked up and held out to him. “I don’t think anyone has given you the right to say what my daughter can and cannot eat in this house.” Plate in hand, he held it right in front of Chris and out to Taylor. “Get you some toast, honey.” 
 
    Taylor’s gaze jumped from the plate up to Chris who looked about to explode and over to her father. Timidly she took a piece and bit only the tiniest edge off of it. “Thanks.” 
 
    Her father set the plate down with a clank. “You’re welcome.” He looked hard at Chris before going back to his own breakfast. “We’ll be leaving for church in an hour. I expect you all to be ready.” 
 
    No one, including Paige, made any move to protest. This should be interesting. 
 
      
 
    Paige would have vastly preferred to sit on the other side of her parents at church, but when they got to the bench, she was unfortunately between the two couples. With Taylor at her left elbow and her father at her right, she worked to get herself as small as possible so as not to disturb either one. In fact, she was concentrating so hard on that, she wasn’t even listening to the service at all. 
 
    They’d sung two songs and said at least a couple of prayers when the preacher stepped up to the podium. That Chris hadn’t darkened the doorstep of many churches was abundantly clear as far from paying attention, he kept leaning over and whispering to Taylor who would then giggle softly. Paige shifted, trying to get away from them, but there was literally nowhere to go. 
 
    “We need the love of Jesus Christ to bring us through the trying places in our lives,” the preacher said. “We need His grace and mercy…” 
 
    Chris did that leaning thing again and whatever he said made Taylor shake with laughter. On the other side of her, her father hrumpt and crossed his arms, glancing past Paige at her sister who was clearly on the verge of losing it. All Paige could do was pray that God would in fact be merciful and end this impossible charade before they were all humiliated into the next century. “God, please…” 
 
      
 
    Healing is about you, Nelson read in the book he had picked up from the talk on Thursday. Too many of us stay unhealed waiting for the other person to change first. “I would be okay if they would just…” keeps us in chains of blame, hurt, and helplessness. 
 
    On his notebook, he wrote: learned helplessness. Hurt person hurts you > the electrical “shock” > pain > you feel like you can’t get away from it, nothing you do fixes it > surrender to the hurt, learned helplessness 
 
    He went back to the book. 
 
    It is only when we take responsibility for our own healing that real change can happen within us. Change is not about intention although that’s where it starts. Change is not even about decision although that’s an important step. Real change is about ACTION. What am I doing today to learn to be better, to do better, to heal… today? 
 
    Going back to the notebook, he wrote: Changing my life is MY decision. Not Dad’s. Not Janet’s. Not even my friends’. It’s MINE. What am I choosing to do today? What ACTION am I taking to get right with my life today? Microscope goals. For a moment, he sat back and thought about that. What things was he doing to heal, to move his life like the microscopes in the direction he wanted to go? Well, for one thing, he had applied to Tech, he had mapped out his courses and applied for several scholarships, he had even called Wes. All very good, positive steps in the direction he most wanted to go. Then he wrote next to it: What’s next? What’s the next step? 
 
      
 
    “Without actions to back it up, love is just another noun,” the preacher said. “It’s what love does not just what it says that makes it love. Oh, people throw ‘I love yous’ around like candy, but that’s not love. That’s often just a bribe to get you to love me.’” 
 
    Next to Paige, Taylor started laughing again, and even Paige was about to stand up and yell at Chris to shut up already. She’d never been big on going to church, but even she had the respect to sit there and listen. Folding her arms, she rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Really, God? Really? Can we not hurry this up a little bit?” 
 
      
 
    It’s important to note, Nelson read, going on because there didn’t seem to be an answer to his question, that saying you’re sorry doesn’t really fix anything. If you drop a plate and tell it you’re sorry, the pieces do not go back together magically. No. Change doesn’t happen with a sorry. Sorry might be a good place to start, but without real change to back it up, sorry is meaningless. 
 
      
 
    “To trust God is to believe Him fully for all He has done and for all He will do in your life,” the preacher said. “To trust God is to believe that He can do what He said, that He can and will heal the wounds in your life, that He can and will help you to forgive, that He can and will make a way where there is no way.” 
 
    To Paige’s way of thinking, God wasn’t making that way nearly fast enough. If this didn’t end soon, she was literally going to have to excuse herself to the restroom for the rest of the service. The only real problem with that was when she came back, she would almost certainly have to sit next to Chris, and there was no way on Heaven and earth she was going to do that. 
 
    “So today, we cast our burdens on our God, believing Him for all He has promised. Please stand and join our choir in singing, ‘There is Peace Beyond All Knowing’ on Page 195.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson was writing again nearly as fast as the pen would go.  
 
    Change = choice  
 
    Choice = consequences  
 
    Change = choosing new, different consequences.  
 
    Consequences = good and bad, not just bad.  
 
    So I go one direction. If it doesn’t work or I don’t like the consequences, choose something different.  
 
    Choices lead to direction. Where am I going? Telescope.  
 
    Choices lead to direction. Choices. Microscope. What am I choosing in this moment? What I’m choosing in this moment = where I’m going.  
 
    I can say I WANT to go that way, but if what I’m choosing in the moment leads me in a different direction, then it doesn’t matter that I “want” to go that way, I AM going this other way.  
 
    ACTION MATTERS. 
 
    So I can choose to be angry with Dad. I can choose to hold anger to him in my heart. Or I can CHOOSE to forgive him.  
 
    I can CHOOSE to go the direction I want to go > toward a better relationship with him and with myself and with God.  
 
    Change starts with a choice. You can’t change by choosing what you were doing if what you were doing is leading you away from where you want to go. Look at what doing what you’ve been doing is getting you. If that’s not what you want, choose something else! 
 
    God will help me choose what I most want, even if it’s hard, even if there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to let that go, to let Dad off the hook. It’s a choice. But forgiveness isn’t about him, it’s about breaking the chains off of me. And I want to break those chains. I need to break those chains. God, help me to break those chains!!! 
 
      
 
    The second the last note of the last song rang out, Paige was like a caged animal, itching to get away. Somehow, she kept her sanity all the way out of the bench as Chris took Taylor’s hand and in the aisle put his arm around her, slouching over the top of her as if she was his possession. Two inches was all Paige needed to get around them. With that, she ducked, dove, and weaved through the people and only took an honest breath when she got out into the lobby. Air. It felt so very, very good. 
 
    Knowing they were coming, she headed to the side where Greg’s family always sat and thankfully found them just coming out. 
 
    “Why, Paige,” his mother, Sarah, said happily. “It’s so nice to see you today.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you too,” and somehow she was giving his mom a hug. Next to her Emme stood, and of course, there was a hug there too. 
 
    “Are you coming Friday?” Emme asked, her dark eyes so much like her older brother’s were wide with excitement. 
 
    “Friday?” Paige asked in momentary confusion, and then she remembered. “Oh, Friday. Of course I’m coming Friday. I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    Emme beamed at her. “Right after school, okay? The dance starts at 7. Greg’s taking us.” 
 
    “Oh, he is, is he?” With a smile of her own, Paige found none other than Greg himself ambling up to them, and she went right over to him and dove under his arm. Man, that hug felt good. “Well, then I’ll definitely have to come and see that.” 
 
    “What’m I getting signed up for this time?” he asked, and Paige smiled up at him. 
 
    “Only good things. Only good things.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, lifting an eyebrow at her. “With the two of you? I’m worried.” 
 
    “Us?” Paige asked innocently. “No worries, mate. No worries at all.” She rubbed her hand across his back. Life was definitely good. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately it didn’t stay good. Quicker than she had any stomach for Paige had to tell Greg goodbye and follow her own family out. She turned to wave at Greg once more, and he mouthed call me with worried eyes. 
 
    Back in the family van, Paige had no choice but to navigate her way all the way to the back. It was less-than-graceful and owing to the short skirt also not accomplished with all of her dignity intact.  
 
    “So what did you think of the service?” their father asked, glancing in the back at Chris as he pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
    Paige watched as Taylor’s head swiveled to her guest in panic. 
 
    “Uh, truth is, I don’t really get into all religious stuff that much,” Chris said, resuming his usual slouch. 
 
    “Religious stuff?” their dad asked. 
 
    “Not everyone has to be into religion, Dad,” Taylor shot. “It’s not a requirement or anything. Lot of people at school don’t go to church.” 
 
    Truthfully Paige wasn’t sure Taylor was helping her cause. 
 
    “That may be true,” their dad said, “but church is important to you and to our family.” 
 
    “It’s not like we’re Jesus freaks or anything,” Taylor said. “Most of the time we don’t even go to church. I don’t know what the big deal is.” 
 
    “The big deal….” The squeal of the tires as her father nearly didn’t get stopped for a red light sent Paige into panicked-prayer mode. She should have asked Greg if they were doing something and gone home with him. “The big deal is that I do not appreciate people coming to church with us and making a mockery of our beliefs right there in front of God and everybody.” 
 
    “You were the reason we even went,” Taylor said, her voice raising well above the level of discussion. “We were just going to go on back, but nooo. You had to issue a ‘dad decree.’” She put finger quotes around the word. “I’m not five-years-old anymore. You can’t tell me what to do! I’m 20 years old. I can do whatever I please, and for your information, I will see whoever I want to.” Putting her hand over to Chris, she twined her fingers through his. “And if I choose Chris, then you can’t stop me.” 
 
    Thanking God above when it became clear they weren’t stopping to eat, Paige prayed silently that they could just get home and she could get to her room before her whole world blew up. 
 
    “Now who’s acting five?” her father asked. 
 
    “Thomas,” their mother said, putting her hand on his arm. 
 
    “Don’t Thomas me. She is our daughter, not some moron’s play-toy. Do you hear that, Romeo? She is our daughter. That may not mean much to you, but it sure means something to me.”  
 
    He bumped past the circle and into the side drive.  
 
    “I don’t believe you’re going to be like this,” Taylor said. “This is so humiliating.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” he asked, throwing the van into park in the garage. “We’ll how’s this for humiliating? I don’t want him in my house. In fact, he’s not welcome in my house ever again.” 
 
    “Thomas!” 
 
    All four of them got out, leaving Paige in the back, clearly unremembered as every single one of them slammed their door. Sinking down, she carefully pulled out her phone and with a heart full of tears texted Greg. Whose stupid idea was this anyway? 
 
      
 
    The hero’s tragic flaw propels the journey of both self-discovery and choices that each hero must make. The phantom’s tragic flaw—the distortion of his facial features—necessitated the use of the physical mask and invited the public humiliation he endured as a child. Because of that flaw, he was first trapped and used as a sideshow freak and later banished to live out his days buried alive under the opera house. The distortion of his face led to the myriad of distortions in his soul, a soul desperate to be loved but so horribly twisted it became almost totally unlovable. Likewise, P.T. Barnum’s tragic flaw—that of being born into poverty—became the central driver of his actions, first to escape that poverty and then to try to prove himself worthy to those in a higher station. His tragic flaw drove him until he nearly lost everything in his headlong pursuit of what he believed he did not have. Thus, both men’s journey in life was simply an effort, one unsuccessful, one ultimately successful, to escape the box society had put them in because of their tragic flaw. 
 
    Nelson read his paper over and nodded. Tragic flaws, they explained so much about so much. He could see it in his own life, how losing his mother and his father’s dysfunction at relationships had shaped his decisions and molded him without him even being aware of it. Well, he was aware now. The only question was, could he break the chains that had been wrapped around him his whole life, or like the phantom, would those chains prove too strong to ever be fully broken? 
 
    He tipped his head as a new thought went through it. What had Yoli said about your greatest weakness being your ultimate purpose in life? Seeing his thesis anew, Nelson went back to writing. There was no way he would get all of this in, but it was far too good to leave out. 
 
      
 
    After assuring Greg that she was, in fact, all right. Paige ventured out of the van and into the house. She made it all the way to the hallway to her room before she met a furious Taylor storming the other direction with her bag that looked like it weighed a million pounds. In fact, her sister very nearly plowed right over her. 
 
    “Good grief, Tay! What is your problem?” Paige asked in anger as Taylor barged right past her. “Chill out already.” 
 
    “Shut up, Paige. Just shut up, okay? I don’t want to hear anything from you.” 
 
    “Me?” Paige knew she should just let it go, but somehow that barb snagged her. “What’d I do?” 
 
    “I’m not doing this with you right now,” Taylor said. “Not right now. Not like this.” 
 
    “Not like… what?” Paige asked, her own anger flashing to the surface. 
 
    “Like this! Like you! I’m sick of you! All of you!” 
 
    “Come on, babe,” Chris said, striding out from the hallway door just as their parents came from the other direction. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Taylor said, and she looked like she was going to be dragged right under by the heaviness of her bag, which no one in the room moved to help her with. 
 
    “Taylor,” her mother said plaintively. “Taylor, honey…” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Chris said, and he held the door with his fist as Taylor swung under his arm and out the second door. “We don’t need this.” 
 
    “Taylor!” With one look at his wife, Thomas Grayson followed the exiting couple all the way out onto the lawn. There were words, and not happy ones, out there as well. And then there were tires on gravel. Then utter silence. 
 
    When he returned, her father looked both shaken and ashen. 
 
    “Thomas?” her mother asked. 
 
    However, he just shook his head and exhaled.  
 
      
 
    You sure you’re okay? Greg texted when Paige sent him a second S.O.S. on the situation. 
 
    Yeah, but say some prayers for Tay. I just don’t know about her anymore. I think she’s lost it. 
 
      
 
    It was truly crazy how much fun playing with LJ and Yoli could be. That night at services, Nelson blended in so flawlessly with them, it was like he was made to fit right there. In fact, by the time the sermon came and went, he began to think that in a weird way he was going to miss this old church and especially that old piano. He wasn’t even playing it tonight, but it now held a very special place in his heart. 
 
    In fact, when LJ and Yoli headed off to the Students in Action meeting, Nelson hung back and waited for everyone to vacate the premises. Then quietly he made his way over to the bench and pulled it out. He took a long, cleansing, wonderful breath and put his fingers on the keys. 
 
    What came out felt like it was pouring right out of his soul. It was soft, like raindrops on the roof at the end of a thunderstorm. He breathed each phrase of notes in and smiled at their gentle presence in his life. Maybe Yoli was right after all. Maybe his greatest weakness could, in fact, become his life’s purpose. 
 
    How long he played, he did not know, but when he opened his eyes to find both the light still on and Pastor Mark leaning on the piano grinning at him, he wasn’t surprised about either. 
 
    “Gotta say, it’s never going to sound like that again,” Pastor Mark said. 
 
    Nelson pulled his fingers off the keys, folded them together, and laid them at the top of the piano. “You kicking me out?” 
 
    “No,” Pastor Mark said. “But LJ told me you’re going back.” 
 
    That made Nelson laugh. There was a time in his life that he would have been angry about others discussing him. Now, he figured it just came with the territory. “Yeah, but not until the end of the semester.” 
 
    The pastor nodded. “Good. Then I’m going to have to bring something to record with the next time. I’d hate to go my whole life and never hear music that way again.” 
 
    Nelson nodded with him. “Me, too, man. Me too.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    On Wednesday night, Nelson settled in next to Yoli for ‘Groundhog Day,’ which proved to be funny, poignant, and a little disturbing as Phil, the main character, kept literally living the same day over and over again. Strangely, as off-the-wall as that sounded, Nelson could relate. How many days of his life had felt like he was on some kind of treadmill that just wound and wound and wound, going over the exact same territory without ever making any real progress? 
 
    Thankfully they weren’t writing a paper on this one, but it didn’t really matter, Nelson took notes anyway. He had pretty much gotten to the point that Professor Evans and this class had ruined his ability to just watch a movie forever and ever. Amen. 
 
    When the movie was over, Yoli commenced gathering her things. “So LJ says you’re leaving at the end of the semester.” 
 
    Gee, Nelson was starting to think he should take out a newsletter or give LJ a megaphone. “Yep, that I am.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Yoli said as they started up the steps, and Nelson checked her with a surprised look. She just laughed at him. “Not like that. I just know how hard it is to make a big decision like that, to actually go for what you really want.” She nodded thoughtfully. “It’s scary as all get out.” 
 
    Nelson couldn’t disagree. They went through the doors and out onto the cascade of concrete steps. 
 
    “So have you told her yet?” Yoli asked, spiraling her gaze up to him and corralling her hair that danced on the breeze. 
 
    “Her?” Nelson asked in instant fear and panic masked almost plausibly by confusion. 
 
    “Her. You know, the girl. What’s her name?” 
 
    “Paige?” he asked, horrorstruck as they got to the bottom step. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d wasted time walking her in the wrong direction to her car, and tonight looked to be no different. 
 
    “Yeah. Paige,” Yoli said softly. “Have you talked to her yet? Told her you’re coming?” 
 
    Sheer, unadulterated panic reached up and clutched at his heart as Nelson scratched at the bottom of his nose. “Uh, no. I… I haven’t.” 
 
    She puzzled at that with concern. “But you’re going to, right?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” The very thought had him careening the other direction. 
 
    Yoli let out a long, hard breath and shook her head. “What’re you planning on doing, showing up at her doorstep and saying, ‘Hi, honey, I’m home’?” 
 
    “Well,… no. I’m…” Nelson’s gaze snaked out to the darkness around them. “I’m not... I didn’t…” 
 
    “Nels,” Yoli finally said as they made it to the edge of the parking lot, “look, you’re a good guy, but you’ve got to work on this whole manning up and facing things deal. Do you really think it’s fair to her for you to just show up like that? I know for me, I get trapped in being Phil when I don’t face stuff. For a long time I let the situations control me. I’d walk into them with so much fear that I couldn’t even see straight. I can’t say I’m totally there yet, but I know taking God with me and putting my cards on the table about stuff has really helped me to live rather than running around hoping this or that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    At her car, she stopped, leaned there without bothering to get in. “I really think you should pray about it. Ask God if you should tell her. He’ll tell you what’s right and what’s not.” 
 
    That didn’t settle well, so Nelson took the only way out he could find, being slightly more than a little sarcastic. “Oh, yeah? And how does He do that?” 
 
    Yoli shrugged, not even nibbling on the sarcasm bait. “Mostly I just ask Him peace or no peace. I get quiet, say one of my options and say, ‘Peace or no peace, God.’ When I do it with both options, I usually know the way He wants me to go.” 
 
      
 
    Peace or no peace. All the way back to the dorms, Nelson thought about it. Strangely, he remembered Wes saying something very similar back at Christmastime. That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? The problem was, he wasn’t at all sure he had the guts to even try it about this one. Call Paige? Now? After all this time? She didn’t want to hear from him. And yet, what if he did just show up, what then? She would be blind-sided just like she had been the last time. Yeah, that hadn’t worked out overly well. 
 
    He’d made it all the way back and up to his room when his cell phone beeped and he dragged it out. With one look at the screen, all thoughts of Paige fled. Carefully, he swiped the thing on. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?” 
 
    “Nelson?” his dad asked as if he might have called someone else. 
 
    “Yeah. What’s up?” He collapsed onto his bed, knowing this would not be pleasant. 
 
    “Oh. G-good. I’m glad I caught you.” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s up?” Nelson asked a third time, and he heard the shortness of the clipped words and fought with himself to calm down. What had he written about forgiveness and letting things go? The problem was, in the moment, he could feel his energy dissipating as if it was a dandelion blown in the wind. How could just the sound of his father’s voice do that to him? Trigger. It was a trigger for the cortisol. Crazy how Nelson could even feel his body going rigid, ready to fight or flee even as he thought about it. It wasn’t easy, but he forced himself to take a breath, which helped but not nearly as much as he would have liked. “I… um, I wasn’t expecting you to call.” 
 
    “Yeah, w-well, I’ve been doing some thinking about what w-we talked about when you were here be… fore.”  
 
    The fact that his dad sounded strange began to dawn on Nelson and concern rather than fear began to take over. “Is everything okay, Dad?” 
 
    “Yea-yea-yeah. Everything is f… fine.” 
 
    However, Nelson knew that wasn’t true. He was in the middle of trying to figure out how to ask when LJ came in, and Nelson looked up. With one glance at him, LJ’s eyebrows went up in worry. Shaking his head to keep his roommate from saying anything, Nelson bent back into the call and put his hand over his head. 
 
    “Okay,” Nelson said tentatively. “What’s up?” Even to himself he sounded like someone speaking to a cornered animal. “Do you need something?” 
 
    “N-no. I-I wanted to call and t-tell you that I talked with Jan… Janet.” 
 
    “Janet?” Nelson said the name as if trying to figure out where this was going. “Is Janet okay? Is she all right?” 
 
    “She-she’s f-fine. She’s good.” 
 
    “Okay.” The harder Nelson tried to figure out what was going on, the faster his brain spun with every bad thing this could be about.  
 
    “I… We talked,” his father said very slowly, “about you going b-back.” 
 
    That ratcheted Nelson’s eyes open. They had talked about him? He closed his mouth because he didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “We discussed everything, a-and Janet said if you need a place to stay until you go to school in the fall, she would be happy to have you.” Something about the way his father said it, Nelson got the impression that a huge weight had just been lifted from the man’s shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, gosh, Dad, I don’t know…” 
 
    “No. Nelson. No. I-I want you to. I’m not… I’m not telling you to. But I want you to. Not… not because of the money or anything either. I want… I think it would be good… for both of you.” 
 
    Wow. Okay. Nelson had no idea what to say to that.  
 
    “I have Janet’s phone number in case you don’t have it anymore,” his father said. 
 
    Nelson was pretty sure he’d never deleted the thing, but he took the number down anyway.  
 
    “Give… give her a c-call.” 
 
    How could he say no? “Okay. I will.” 
 
    When he hung up, LJ turned from his desk. “What was that about?” 
 
    Nelson couldn’t get the confused look off his face. “I don’t know. I think my dad might be drunk.” 
 
    “Drunk? Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Well, he sounded really weird, and he told me to call my stepmom… okay, my ex-stepmom. He said she wants me to stay with her when I go back home.” 
 
    LJ nodded though not an ounce of the concern left his face. “Maybe that would be a good thing?” 
 
    At the moment Nelson was too overwhelmed to decipher any of it. “Yeah, well, I’m going to have to think about that one.” He sat back on his bed and ran his hand down his face before pulling forward and ca-thunking his shoes off onto the floor. “Think I’m going to go take a shower.” 
 
    “Okay, but if you’re in there more than 30 minutes, I’m sending in a search party.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “Good to know.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning Nelson went for a run mostly to clear his head and to try to think things through. He knew LJ would be there to talk if he needed it, but somehow he felt these decisions had God’s name stamped all over them. As crazy as it sounded, he tried Yoli’s peace or no peace thing about the call to Janet, and he kept coming up with peace though that made no sense. He still wasn’t brave enough to try it with the question of Paige, and he wondered if he would ever be. 
 
    The questions about what to do about Janet and how to do it dogged him all the way to Contemporary Psychology, and he smiled when Dr. Joy came in literally wearing a fire-hydrant red dress.  
 
    “So, we’ve talked about a lot of things in here,” she said near the end of the lesson, “and it’s around about this time every semester that I begin to wonder if we’re making any progress on how you think what you think at all. So today before we hit the last of the semester and start getting ready for the final and all of that craziness, I want to take a step maybe back just a bit. I want to tell you that maybe you’ve thought about making some changes in your life based on some of the things we’ve discussed in here. That’s great. It really is. If I’ve learned one thing in all my time counseling people, it’s this: If you want something different in your life, you have to do something different than you’ve ever done before. 
 
    “You have to be courageous enough to make the call, apply for the job, ask for the date.” She smiled at them. “Oh, yeah. I know how it is.” 
 
    Several students laughed softly. 
 
    “Today, I want to leave you with this question: If you were the author and your life is the book, how would you write the next chapter? How do you want the book to end? What are the plot points you need to have happen to get you to that ending you want to live? Remember, nobody stays the same. Tomorrow you will be a different person than you are today, and in a lot of ways, you get to decide who that person is. Is that person more courageous or less? More confident or less? Closer to his or her goals or further away from them? You are writing your own story. Be courageous enough to write it the way you want it to be.” 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Reggie said as they studied later, “I really have to thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me?” Nelson asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah. You know when we did that whole problem thing you showed me?” 
 
    Nelson nodded. He had kind of forgotten about that. 
 
    “Well, it works. I’ve been trying it,” Reggie said. “I did it with math at first, and then I tried it in a couple of other classes. Last night, I finally got up the guts to ask this girl out. I thought she would flat-out turn me down, but I figured I had to grow enough to get the courage to ask her out. And I did, and she said yes. We’re going to a concert on Friday.” 
 
    “Way to go, Reggie.” Nelson held up his hand and Reggie high-fived him. “Nice.” 
 
    “And I have you to thank for it.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “I do. I’m glad you didn’t give up on me back in January. Can’t say I’m much better at math, but who knows, maybe this wasn’t about math at all.” 
 
    Nelson smiled. “Yeah, who knows.” 
 
      
 
    Back at his dorm later, Nelson put ‘The Greatest Showman’ on again. He skipped over to the part about A Million Dreams. There was something about that part that kept drawing him back to it, and as he watched, he saw it—the look on Barnum’s face at the end when Charity becomes pregnant. She looks peaceful, serene, happy. He looks worried and careworn. That was when he changed, when he set his own dreams aside for what he thought was best for his wife and family.  
 
    As the movie continued, Nelson saw the undercurrent of Barnum’s tragic flaw haunting him even as he tried to hold onto the fading dreams of his childhood. Those dreams were systematically replaced with “what the real world is like.”  
 
    It was when he got to the wishing machine, making it purely out of his imagination that Nelson again stopped the film. Something deep inside him latched onto the understanding. It wasn’t what was on the outside of Barnum or the Phantom or the Beast or any of the others that got them out of their proscribed existence. It was, instead, something on the inside, or more to the point, trusting something on the inside. 
 
    Peace. 
 
    The word shook his head almost without him realizing it. It was no peace that he had seen on Barnum’s face before, when he had given up his dreams for what was practically expected of him. And it was peace he saw when Barnum chose instead to listen to what was inside him, to maybe even put all logic and reason aside, and to just go for it. 
 
    Nelson breathed that understanding down deep inside his heart. How do you want your story to end? Sliding to the edge of the bed, he grabbed his phone, not even bothering to calculate the time difference. When her end clicked on, he had to take another breath. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Janet…?” 
 
      
 
    It turned out his father wasn’t lying. Janet really had extended an invitation to him for the summer and “as long as he needed a place to stay” as she said at least twice. They talked a little bit, mostly about him and school, how things were going. She didn’t ask directly and he didn’t say just why he was coming home, but that was okay too. It was a step. A good step, and he was grateful for it. 
 
    Call accomplished, he played a little on the keyboard, went and ate with LJ, and even finished up his engineering before the next big step reasserted itself in his mind. Paige. 
 
    As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Yoli was right. He couldn’t just show up. Part of him wanted to call Wes to see if he had talked to Paige about it, but the thought of that conversation made Nelson queasy.  
 
    No, if he was going to do this, he needed to be the one to do it, to ‘man up’ as Yoli put it. However, when he started thinking about what to say to her and how to say it, the words jumbled inside of him until there was no hope of untangling them. So after LJ had called it a night, Nelson sat on his bed with just the little reading light on, trying to come up with the words. 
 
    I wanted to say I’m sorry, he wrote in the notebook. I’m not the same guy I was at Christmas or even when we were together anymore. That much was true, but what then? Should he ask if they could get back together? To just be friends? If she hated him? What?  
 
    I’m sorry, he started again. I never meant to hurt you, but I know I did. 
 
    What had the book said about sorry not being good enough? He let out a hard breath and shook his head in frustration. “God, I’m so not good at this. You know that. You know I stink at words. What am I supposed to say, ‘I was a complete and total idiot. Please take me back’?” While true, he knew that he would never be able to say those words. At least not right out of the box. Eventually. Maybe. If she didn’t throw a pie in his face and kick him in the shins. 
 
    He laughed at that. Though he probably deserved it, he knew Paige would never do that. No, she was far more grown up even back then than he was. He put his head back on the wall and gulped when that cut his air supply off. “This is nuts.” 
 
      
 
    Running, going to the chapel to play, finishing the Showman paper, and even writing a song on LJ’s keyboard. Nothing helped on Friday. By the time Nelson made it back to the dorms, he was hovering dangerously between overload and complete frustration with himself. 
 
    How could he be so freaked out about something and yet get the answer Peace every time he asked the question? He grabbed his laptop as he sat on his bed and pulled up her FriendsLink page. Paige. Gorgeous, sweet, wonderful Paige. It was a fact. He had been a total idiot to ever walk away. 
 
      
 
    Paige didn’t do more than throw on different clothes when she got home from school on Friday. They’d decided Greg would be by to get her, and she didn’t want him to show up and have to wait. She texted her mom to remind her where she would be and why. Her parents had both been particularly interested in all of the details of her comings and goings since the Great Taylor Train Wreck the week before. Paige couldn’t blame them, and she wasn’t doing anything untoward anyway. So it wasn’t a big deal to do a little extra to ease their worries. 
 
    “Coming!” she called to the ring of the doorbell, and when she opened it, happiness flooded her entire being. Looking as handsome as ever in the simple black T-shirt and jeans, Greg tipped his head at her as she opened the door for him. 
 
    “Ready to go play fairy godmother?” he asked in a not-overly excited voice. 
 
    She couldn’t contain the grin. “Absolutely. And I’m looking forward to seeing you play the footman. Or is it the coachman? I could never keep those two straight.” 
 
    “Cute,” he said, and she couldn’t disagree. He was that… in spades. “You ready?” 
 
    Checking herself over, she felt like she might float off the ground. She hadn’t even been this happy at her own first dance. “Yep. Let’s do this.”  
 
      
 
    Emme had two friends, Mia and Ana, over to get ready as well and between the three of them, Paige had her hands full. Hair was first. A touch of make-up for each second. Outfits third. And of course shoes. All was done amidst giggles and spirits so high they practically effervesced. It was like getting dunked in an over-carbonated soda that never went flat. 
 
    Finally dance ready, they of course had to pose for a million pictures. Across the room, watching the festivities, Greg stood with his hand on the doorpost behind Paige who leaned there underneath watching.  
 
    “Oh, to be 13 again,” she said to him softly, and he looked down at her. 
 
    “You want to be 13 again?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Life just seemed so wide open back then. It all seemed so… big and exciting and… possible. Like nothing bad would ever happen. I guess it’s tougher when you realize bad stuff does happen to really great people, and dreams don’t always come true, you know?” Her gaze slipped up to his even as she tried to fight off the melancholy. “I’d just like to go back to thinking that sometimes they do.” 
 
    “Well for what it’s worth, thanks for making their night so special. Em is never going to forget this.” 
 
    Just like that, happiness drifted over Paige again. “That’s the way it should be.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
      
 
    At the school, the girls got out of the back of Greg’s car, and Paige was the one to tell them they would be back to get them at 10:30. It was weird how adult it all felt. When the three girls joined the other giggly ones at the door and disappeared inside, Paige turned to Greg, wrapped her arms around his that was still on the gearshift and put her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Where to now?” he asked. 
 
    She sighed with contentment. “Well, we have three-and-a-half hours to kill. You got any suggestions?” 
 
    “How about eating?” 
 
    Paige laughed. “Let me guess, you’re starving.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re getting pretty good at this game.” 
 
    She grinned. “Once you’ve been around this track a few times, you start to recognize things.” 
 
    They went to The Ranch House, and inside, waiting for their orders to be taken as they sat on the same side of the booth, Paige’s cell phone buzzed. In annoyance, she pulled it out. The number was listed as Unknown, so she just hit the off button. “Stupid telemarketers. I hate those guys.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Greg sat back and put his arm across the back of the booth.  
 
    It was nice how simply casual they could be with each other, not all making out like… Paige stuffed that thought as the waitress came up. They quickly placed their order and were left alone once again. 
 
    “So I haven’t asked in a while,” she said, “how are classes going?” 
 
    Greg rolled his eyes under the dark shock of wavy hair. “Passing,” he said. “That’s what we’re hoping for at this point is passing.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that. I thought they were okay.” 
 
    Dragging his hand with him to fold it on the table, he shrugged. “They were. I mean, yeah, they are. It’s just with all of these work hours, it’s tough to keep up with all of it.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Oh, and, I was going to tell you, Lauren’s not the only one who got her letter. Mine came in yesterday, so it looks like we’ll all be at Tech next semester.” 
 
    “Seriously? Greg, that’s awesome!” Paige hugged him just as she felt her phone buzz again, but she wasn’t about to ruin this moment over a misplaced phone call. Sitting back, she grinned her relief. “Wow. Everything’s finally falling into place.” Leaning down onto his shoulder, she wrapped her arms around his. “This is going to be the best summer and semester ever.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson told himself not to be too disappointed when it went to voicemail a second time. She was busy. It was senior year after all. Besides, it was Friday night. He would give it an hour or so and try again. The very last thing he needed to do now was to freak out and lose his courage. He’d actually placed the call twice now. Getting himself to call again shouldn’t be that hard. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” Greg asked when they exited the restaurant at not-even nine. The band was awful, and Paige was glad they had decided to go somewhere else. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, holding his hand with both of hers as they headed back out to his car. “Your choice.” 
 
    “Mine? What, do you want to live on the wild side?” 
 
    She laughed. “Sure. Why not?” 
 
      
 
    Paige would have gone anywhere with Greg, but she was happy when he turned and headed out past the sign leading to the lake. That spot still held a special sweetness for her. It was where he had taken the chance to fall in love with her.  
 
    As crazy as that sounded, it was only looking back on it all that she realized her own love for him had started to really take root and grow only very recently. Until then, she had sort of played at loving him, like she had with the others. What had she told Lauren about playing it shallow? What she saw only now was that she might have been playing shallow, but he never had. He was always right there, protecting her, watching out for her, being the guy she could lean on no matter what—even long before they had decided to take this leap. 
 
    Yes, Greg Everett was the solid kind of guy. The kind that didn’t just up and leave because he got tired of you and wanted a change of scenery. No, he was a guy you could count on, a guy you could trust, a guy you could build a life with. And it wasn’t just her. He was like that with everyone—his parents, Emme, Charlotte, Wes, Lauren, even Taylor, which hurt but was true. 
 
    When they stopped at the spot overlooking the water, Paige couldn’t help but remember the first time they were here together. He’d been so freaked out, he almost jumped out of the car to stay away from her. How could she ever have seen this moment all the way back then? 
 
    Unclicking her seatbelt, she slid just closer to him and wrapped her arm through his and her fingers with his, really starting to like how they fit together. “You’re a good guy, Greg Everett,” she said, sliding down into the serenity of just being here with him. “You know that?” 
 
    He laughed self-consciously. “Oh, yeah? How do you figure?” 
 
    “You just are. You’re a good big brother, a great friend.” Then another thought occurred to her, and she backed up and looked at him. “You know, I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Get… what?” he asked only barely glancing at her like doing so might be dangerous so he was purposely keeping this as light as he could. 
 
    “I mean, you’re great. A great guy. Great looking. Nice hair.” She grinned. 
 
    “Gee thanks.” 
 
    But she didn’t really stop. “You’re hardworking, great to be with. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Get what?” he asked again, this time as if he didn’t want to hear the answer. 
 
    “Well, I mean I know I’m hardly the first girl to notice, so what’s the story on all the others?” 
 
    “All the others?” And suddenly he sounded like he was being strangled. “You say that like there have been so many.” 
 
    “Well…?” she asked it as if the question was inherent in the one syllable. 
 
    A second he sat there before shaking his head. “You really want to know?” 
 
    “Yeah. I really want to know.” 
 
    Greg exhaled very slowly but didn’t start talking for another five seconds. “The truth is, I’m not like everybody thinks I am.” 
 
    Puzzlement and concern went through Paige at the tone in his voice. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean…” With his head down, he half-turned to her. “Look, I know everybody thinks I’m like a playboy and whatever, but I’m really not. That whole hooking up with girls thing.” He glanced at her before his gaze fell again. “I know, it’s weird and old-fashioned and stuff, but…” 
 
    The buzz of her cell phone sounded, and Greg looked down at it when it buzzed again. “Aren’t you going to get that?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “This is way more important. Explain old-fashioned.” 
 
    He looked like he wished she hadn’t heard that part. “I don’t know. It’s just that… I don’t… I’m… I’m not like Chris.” 
 
    Why that struck her as completely hilarious, Paige didn’t know, but it did. “And can I just say thank goodness you’re not. Why in the world would you want to be like Chris?” 
 
    Greg shook his head and sighed. “I’m not stupid. Okay? I know how it is, and believe me, I’ve been through this enough to know that once the girl finds out you’re not into the whole making out thing…” 
 
    Just what he was saying started to drift into Paige’s heart, and suddenly she saw him with new eyes.  
 
    “I know,” he continued, “a guy like me not wanting to get out here and put the moves on you. That’s weird, huh?” 
 
    “It’s not,” she started just as her cell phone buzzed again. “Ugh. For the love of… Hold on. Just let me tell them they have the wrong number.” She pulled it out and took a look at it. Yep. Same number as before. One swipe and she put it to her ear, frustrated and ready to tell the person off. “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    The ground shifted at the mere sound of her voice, and Nelson swung his legs off the bed to get them on something solid. “H… hi. Hey. Is this… Paige?” Oh, this was not going to be easy. Suddenly he wasn’t even breathing anymore. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked like she was surprised by the question. “I’m sorry. Who is this?” 
 
      
 
    Paige looked at Greg, frowned and shook her head. Instantly he went from beaten down and defeated to guardian warrior. 
 
    “Who is it?” Greg whispered, but she just shook her head in confused annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, Paige,” Nelson said suddenly fighting like mad for air and words. “This… this is Nelson.” 
 
      
 
    Like she’d just tumbled off a cliff and into some crazy kaleidoscope of sheer insanity, Paige suddenly lost all track of time, space, and reality. She shook her head to get it started again and raked in a crazy jagged breath. “Nels?” she asked in disbelief as she shook her head again and gripped the phone closer to her ear. “Nelson?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yeah,” he said, and the breath he let out was one he’d been holding for months. “Yeah, it’s me. I’m… Wow. Listen, I know… It’s been a while, huh?” 
 
      
 
    It’s been a while? Paige could hardly comprehend the words. “Ye—yeah. It has been a while. What…? This is… This is a surprise.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” he said in that voice that sounded like silk and reminded her he could sing the dictionary and no one would know it wasn’t a love song. “I’m really sorry about that. I am. Uh, how… how’ve you been?” 
 
    She was failing, falling, plummeting down, down, down into the clear understanding that this had to be some bizarre dream or just a really sick joke. “Uh… fine?” she asked more than said. What in the world? Why was he calling her now?  
 
    “Good,” Nelson said like he was relieved to hear that. “Good. I’m glad. And school? You’re graduating soon, huh?” 
 
    Now they were going to talk about graduation? What kind of insane nightmare was this anyway? “Yeah.” She glanced over at Greg, remembering he was there, and one part of her heart questioned what in the world she was doing talking to Nelson when she was sitting with Greg while another part told that part to shut up because it wasn’t like she had planned this. “Yeah. Listen, Nelson,” she said, drawing as much sanity into her voice as she could muster. “I’m…” 
 
    “No, Paige, hey. It’s cool. I won’t keep you,” he said quickly. “I just… Listen, I just wanted to let you know that… Well, I’ve decided to come home.” 
 
    Home. The word knocked her world right back down into bizarre land, and she blinked into it. “You’re… what?” 
 
    “I’m coming home. In May. It’s all set. I’m going to stay around for the summer and then go to Tech in the fall.” 
 
    “You’re….?” If she would have said what, it might have come out a scream and not the excited kind either. 
 
    “I know. I know. I get it. This is really super-sudden and everything. Unless… unless Wes already told you. I mean, I don’t know if you’re around him much…” 
 
    “Wes?” Paige could hardly breathe. “Wes knew… knows? Wes knows?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said as if that was cool and then he seemed to realize it wasn’t. “But I think he was probably kind of waiting to say something in case I changed my mind.” 
 
    Changed your mind? Oh, like when you changed your mind two years ago when you up and left… 
 
    “But I’m not,” Nelson continued. “Not this time. I’m coming back. I’ve already applied at Tech. I’m going to major in music and…” 
 
    If Paige didn’t get off that phone right then, she was surely going to throw up. “Uh…” She glanced at Greg, fighting for words. “Listen, Nels. I’m… That’s… That’s great and all. I’m just… I really can’t talk right now.” 
 
    “Oh,” he sounded a little shocked and a lot disappointed. “Yeah. Okay. Of course. I understand. I just… I didn’t want to show up out of the blue again and for things to be awkward.” 
 
    Awkward? He had no idea.  
 
    “Yeah, no. Totally,” she said. “I totally understand. Of course.” 
 
    “Great,” he said, and she heard the relief. “Okay. Well, I guess I’ll see you then, when I get there I mean.” 
 
    “Okay.” It was one of the best acting jobs of her life. “Great. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    “Cool. Okay. Well, I’ll let you go then. Have a great night.” 
 
    “Y-yeah, Nels. You too.” And with the shock resuming its hold on her, she shut off the phone and stared at it. She knew that number looked familiar. Why hadn’t she put two-and-two together? 
 
    Next to her Greg, moved but only a couple of centimeters. “Nelson, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said, dropping the phone still in her hands between her knees. She tried to look at Greg, but it didn’t quite get that far. “He’s coming back.” Nodding into the fact that she had just experienced that call, that it was for real, that this was really happening, Paige fought to find some shred of reality to grab back onto. “In May.” What month was it again? How far away was May? She had no idea. 
 
    “May, huh?” Greg reached up and scratched at his head. “For what? Like the summer or something?” 
 
    “I… uh…” Getting her brain to work right wasn’t really working too well. “Actually, I think he’s going to stay here and go to Tech in the fall.” 
 
    “To Tech?” Greg’s eyes opened even wider. “Really?” 
 
    She got herself out of some of the shock. “Apparently.” 
 
    “Wow,” Greg said, breathing the syllable. “Okay. Wow.” 
 
     Paige couldn’t disagree. 
 
      
 
    With the phone call out of the way, Nelson breathed a sigh of relief. Paige was going to be cool with him moving back, and it wasn’t going to be nearly as horribly awkward as he had feared.  
 
    One call down, he dialed Janet again. It was time to talk about the details—logistics, arrival dates, necessities. It was good to be moving forward. 
 
      
 
    That an emotional bomb had literally exploded right in front of her became abundantly obvious the more Paige tried to pretend it hadn’t. No matter how hard she tried not to think about it, about every six seconds, Nelson’s coming home jerked her thoughts away from the present into some indeterminate moment in the future and then inexorably to the past. Her mind helpfully replayed him showing up at the Christmas party over and over again, walking through that door, looking... How idiotic had she behaved toward him anyway? What had he even said while they were dancing that set her off so badly?  
 
    She couldn’t remember. All she remembered were those eyes and how it felt to be in his arms again, the sound of his gentle voice, the feel of being with him… 
 
    “You want me to drop you off first or go get the girls first?” Greg asked, glancing over at her, his arm on the steering wheel, his other hand on it as well. 
 
    “Oh, uh…” Paige fought to understand the question. “We can go get them and take them home first. If that’s cool with you.” Why was getting through an entire thought so difficult? 
 
    “K.” And that was all he said. 
 
      
 
    The call to Janet was surprisingly easy. She knew Nelson’s stuff was in storage, and whatever he wanted to use of his at her place was welcome. They decided to use the bed she already had in the room and the dresser. He didn’t really care as he had no real attachment to those things in the storage anyway. Of course, he did have some personal stuff—his guitar, some old stuff from high school, a few boxes. Not much. 
 
    She asked if he would be able to get everything from Seattle in his car, and he assured her without much effort that he would. It was strange and nice how pleasant she was, almost like a real mom. Nelson thought about that after he hung up. Yes, finally this all felt right. 
 
    He thought then about Wes, and of course, he needed to let his friend know about the change in plans. A few beeps of his cell phone, and he was listening to the phone on the other end ring. Letting out a breath of actual happiness, he began to let himself be excited about this. 
 
    “Hello?” Wes said after a couple of rings, and Nelson wound the phone down to talk. 
 
    “Hey, Wes. This is Nelson.” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Nels. What’s up?” 
 
    “Uh, well, couple of things. One, I found a place for the summer. Looks like I’ll be staying with Janet, my… well, my ex-stepmom, I guess.” 
 
    “Oh. Wow. Really?” And there was a modicum of concern in that word. 
 
    “Yeah, her and my dad worked something out. So that’s all handled. I haven’t really had much luck on the job thing yet though. Oh, and just so you know, I called Paige to let her know too.” 
 
    Wes’s side went stone-cold, dead-in-the-grave silent for a long moment. “Paige?” he finally asked like he didn’t know who that was. “You… called Paige?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said with a happy breath. “I didn’t want to freak her out with me just showing up like I did last time.” 
 
    Again, there was silence. “O… Wow. Okay. So how did she take it?” 
 
    Nelson shrugged. “She was cool with it, you know.” 
 
    The silence was beginning to hint that something wasn’t totally cool, so Nelson filled in the silence almost before he had a chance to hear it. 
 
    “So I guess I’ll be back like the 12th or 13th of May, something like that. I might need some help cleaning out the storage unit if you’re up for it.” 
 
    “Up… Uh, yeah. Okay. Yeah. Sure.” 
 
    “Great. Oh, and Wes, thanks for everything,” Nelson said, genuinely grateful for his friend. “I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. Any… Anytime.” 
 
    “Oh, and tell Lauren hi. Man, I can’t wait to get back home and see you guys again.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. Us… us too.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess I’ll see you on Sunday,” Greg asked as they walked to Paige’s door hand-in-hand later. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said, sure she sounded off even to him. 
 
    At her door, he turned to her and brushed the hair from either shoulder with his hands before letting his wrists stay on her shoulders. His gaze dropped between them for a second before coming back up to hold hers. “It’s gonna be okay, you know?” Slowly he shook his head even as he gazed at her. “This doesn’t change how I feel about you.” 
 
    Paige blinked as tears stung in her eyes. “I know.” And with that, she slipped into his embrace as his arms came fully around her. “Thanks for being here.” 
 
    Gently he kissed the top of her head. “Always.” 
 
      
 
    Paige hadn’t even made it to her bed when a text came through. Thinking it was probably Greg, she pulled it out and found Lauren’s name instead. 
 
    Call me when you get home. Please. 
 
    A hard, frustrated breath yanked into her. Wes knew, and if Wes knew, then Lauren knew too. She didn’t really want to face this call, but she hit Call back just the same. 
 
    “P,” Lauren said, dispensing with the pleasantries. “Are you… How are you? Are you okay?” 
 
    That Lauren assumed she would go flying off the deep end again was abundantly clear. Paige sat down on her bed and grabbed a pillow. “Yeah. I’m… fine.” 
 
    “Did…? Did you…? Did…?” 
 
    “Yeah. Nels called.” Paige nailed her real feelings down deep down inside her and dragged up the stoicism that had gotten her this far. “I know. He told me, he’s coming home.” 
 
    “Oh, P. I’m so sorry. I know this isn’t what you wanted.” 
 
    However, Paige just shrugged. “It’s cool. He can do whatever he wants. It’s a free country.” 
 
    “I know, but… this is Nelson we’re talking about here,” Lauren said and then added. “How’s Greg? Is he freaking out?” 
 
    “No,” Paige said quite easily because Greg hadn’t really reacted one way or the other. “He’s cool. Worried about me mostly. But it’s okay. It’s just Nelson. I mean, it’s not like this changes anything.” 
 
    That seemed to knife her friend’s words in two. 
 
    “Listen, Lauren,” Paige said, tired of thinking about it, “I’m really beat. I think I’m just going to hit the sack.” 
 
    “O… kay. Do you want to do something tomorrow? Get together or something?” 
 
    “Nah. I’ve got things I need to get done around here. I’ve got a ton of homework.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Yeah. Okay.” 
 
    Somehow Paige got her best cheerful voice on though it cracked from the force. “Next weekend maybe. We’ll go do some pre-prom shopping.” 
 
    “Okay. Yeah. That sounds good.” 
 
    But the truth was, Lauren sounded about as floored as Paige felt. Nelson was coming home. That changed everything whether she wanted it to or not. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “K. See ya.” 
 
      
 
    Paige practically zombie-walked through the next couple of days. The only time she really broke to the surface was at church on Sunday when she saw Greg’s family. His mom thanked her, and Emme hugged her. Paige loved his family. Of course she talked to Greg as well though how many words they actually said to each other was minimal. 
 
    Back home, she willed herself to do her homework though concentrating was nearly impossible. Finally, she gave up and laid down to take a nap. She was fiercely tired since every night she only passively slept, her mind replaying the words over and over again. Nelson is coming home. Nelson is coming home. 
 
    How she would ever live through seeing him every day again was beyond her. 
 
    On Monday Lauren didn’t help anything. When she wasn’t mentioning it outright, she was looking at Paige with those same eyes she had when Nelson had first left. It was as if she was on some silent vigil, worried, but not voicing it. Honestly Paige wasn’t sure what was worse—answering the questions or not answering them. Either way, she had to lie, and lying was becoming harder and harder to keep doing.  
 
    Somehow that it was April Fool’s Day was fitting because as much as she didn’t want to, she felt like a fool. A fool who had fallen for every smooth line he had ever used on her. In class, her mind wandered back to that time, to him asking her out, playing together, the movies, dancing in the park. Why did her treacherous mind and heart remember every last detail? It wasn’t fair to a girl who had tried so very hard to forget. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ll be happy to know, I took your advice,” Nelson said on Wednesday when Yoli got to Cinema class.  
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yep. I did. I called Paige.” 
 
    “Wow. Impressive.” Yoli put up her hand, and he hit it. “So how’d she take it?” 
 
    “Amazingly, she’s cool with me coming back, so it’s all good.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how’d she do with the apology? I mean, you did apologize, right?” 
 
    That snagged Nelson hard. “Oh. Uh, well, I mean, we didn’t really talk about that.” 
 
    Yoli stopped completely and looked at him. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I mean, that’s old news, you know? She’s cool. I’m cool. It’s cool.” 
 
    It looked like someone had just hit her and Yoli was trying really hard not to haul off and hit them right back. “Wait a minute. Are you telling me that you called this girl that you left, told her you’re coming back, and you didn’t tell her you acted like an idiot leaving in the first place?” 
 
    Nelson blinked at the fury he hadn’t expected. Hadn’t expected? He’d expected a parade to be thrown in his honor for his overwhelming courage. Not this.  
 
    He backed up slightly. “What? You said to tell her I was coming.” 
 
    “You were… Yea… Yes.” Yoli let out a hard breath. “What is it with you guys? Do I have to spell out everything for you? Criminey.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what you said to do. Call her and tell her I’m coming so she doesn’t freak out again. So I don’t just show up like Christmas.” 
 
    This time Yoli scratched at her head, sending her hair in disparate directions before she stopped and swept her hand all the way over it and flipped it onto her shoulder. It was as if she was fighting not to wail at him. “Listen to me. Okay? Some of us girls aren’t the drama-drama-drama queens everybody thinks all girls are. We take it, and we stuff it, and we pretend everything is cool because we’ve been told over and over again that being emotional is not cool. We don’t throw a temper tantrum to try to get our way. We just quietly take the hit, absorb it, stuff it, and try to figure out how to move on from it.” 
 
    “The hit?” Nelson asked in horror. He’d never hit anyone, especially a woman, in his life. 
 
    “Look, a lot of times, it’s not the physical stuff that hurts most, Nelson,” Yoli said, rolling her eyes like she was fighting not to cry. “It’s not knowing who we can trust. Trusting the wrong guys and getting let down by them. We’re cool with it because… because…” She took a breath. “Have you ever seen ‘Frozen’?” 
 
    The question came from so far out of the blue that Nelson blinked. “Fro… Yeah. I’ve seen it. Why?” 
 
    “Elsa,” Yoli said. “Elsa gets told to not…” 
 
    “Feel,” Nelson said, and the word knifed into him. His eyes searched the word even as his heart turned it over and dropped it.  
 
    “Right.” Yoli shook her head. “We’re told not to feel, not to let people in, not to let them know what’s most real about us. And then this guy comes along and we fall for him, and we trust because we want someone to know us like that. Then, like Ana with Hans,…” 
 
    The scene in the fireplace when Hans told Ana his love for her wasn’t love at all, only to get what he wanted in the world. 
 
    “Everyone please take your seats,” Professor Evans said. “Please…” 
 
    Yoli shook her head again, and Nelson wanted to ask if they could have a few more minutes or a lifetime to sort this all out. Instead, he withdrew into his own little world. Once again he’d made a huge mess of things. He should have been used to the feeling by now, but it never got any less painful. 
 
      
 
    The movie they watched later, ‘Sliding Doors,’ didn’t help anything. The film postulated the question of how much difference one choice could make in a life. It wasn’t easy to keep up with, as it basically followed two different tracks depending on if the girl had gotten on the train or not. 
 
    On his notebook, Nelson drew his own tracks—the tracks of his life. Staying. Going. He had thought the decision mostly and almost only affected him. But now he saw how the decisions he made truly and sometimes radically affected the lives of those around him. The farther he went into the thought, the more he wanted to go back and talk with Wes. Wes knew. Wes understood things about things that Nelson hadn’t bothered to ask or even think about. Wes knew the other side of the track, the other side of the decision that Nelson never knew existed.  
 
    When the movie was over, Nelson moved slowly, knowing he had to say something to Yoli. Still, it took him all the way out of the room to man-up and finally get something out. “Listen, Yoli,” he said, knowing if he didn’t say something quickly, this sliding door would shut and he might never get another chance. “I wanted to thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me?” she asked as if that was the dumbest thing anyone had ever said to her. 
 
    “Yeah.” Nelson nodded. “For not sugar-coating stuff with me. I get it. I’ve never really gotten relationships right, and sometimes it takes hitting me over the head to get me to see how stupid I’m being about stuff.” 
 
    A second and she smiled softly before exhaling. “You’re a good guy, Nelson. You’ve got a big heart, but this whole relationship thing… you’ve really got to start thinking about someone other than yourself all the time. I’m sure Paige is a great girl. She’s probably gorgeous and sweet and all of that. But when you’re like that, like she is, you don’t know how to guard it. You go all in, and you get burned, sometimes really, really bad. So you learn to not be like that. You learn to not trust, to not believe… in guys and in yourself.” 
 
    Nelson nodded again as his heart flipped and splattered there. “I really messed up, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Yoli said. “Look, I’m sorry. I should’ve told you all of this last week. I just thought…” 
 
    But Nelson reached out and put his arm around her. “It’s okay. You didn’t know you were talking to an idiot.” 
 
    She grinned and punched his stomach. “I should have known. I was talking to a guy after all.” 
 
    He would’ve liked to protest, but it might have been closer to the truth than he wanted to admit. “Listen, when I get back home, if it’s okay with you and LJ, you mind if I call sometimes just to check in on how in the red my stupid meter is pegging?” 
 
    Yoli smiled again and nodded. “You’d better.” 
 
      
 
    All night long on Wednesday, the doors kept sliding open and closed in Nelson’s mind. Sometimes they went to the future, being back home, what it would be like. Sometimes to the past, what it was like before he left. Sometimes to the place he would never really live—into and through the what if’s of if he had stayed. And ever and always, Paige’s sweet face and gentle spirit floated through all of it.  
 
    He’d never known pain could be so deep, so vivid, so soul-crushingly devastating. He’d never known because he’d never really let himself feel it, not like this. Not fighting to keep it down, but letting it come in waves of hurt and loneliness and heartache. He’d told himself it didn’t matter—that it wouldn’t matter to her because it didn’t matter to him. But it did matter. He could hardly breathe for how much it suddenly mattered. 
 
    “We all make choices,” Dr. Joy said in psychology later on. “And those choices become our habits. Our habits eventually will become automatic so that they are like our default setting. We have a challenge, we become angry or we shut down. At first, it’s a choice. Then it becomes a habit, and eventually, it’s automatic, our default. Eventually, that response is no longer just what we do, it becomes our identity—who we are. And we believe we can’t change because if it’s who you are, how do you change that, right?” 
 
    Nelson shifted in his chair. Who I am, he wrote. Who am I? Is that who I want to be? He sniffed at the question and surreptitiously swiped at his eye.  
 
    “At some point, we’re no longer just angry, we become an angry person. We get angry over everything because it gets us what we want. Maybe we don’t like that about ourselves, but we feel we can’t change it because it’s automatic, and eventually, we come to think of it as our nature. Or we shut down and close ourselves off. At first, it’s a choice, then it’s a habit, then it becomes automatic, until we believe it’s who we are, our identity, and finally, it’s our nature to run from things, to shut down when things get hard, to lock ourselves away and not be real about anything with anybody. We hate it, but at least there, we’re safe from being hurt. True we’re lonely and frightened and hurting, but we’re not going to put ourselves out there again because that’s who we are, it’s just how we handle someone getting too close.” 
 
    On the board, she wrote the words vertically: 
 
    Choice 
 
    Habit 
 
    Automatic 
 
    Identity 
 
    Nature 
 
    “So our choice becomes our habit, which becomes automatic, which becomes our identity, which becomes our nature, and before we know it, those things we thought were just choices to get us through a tough situation become our chains.” 
 
    The understanding knifed into Nelson, and he put his head down, stunned by it. 
 
    “And those chains, when they really take hold of us, feel unbreakable,” Dr. Joy said. “They feel heavy and hard. And we carry them around, and we’re jerked around by them, sometimes for years, sometimes for decades, sometimes for a lifetime, because we think that’s just who I am.” She shrugged. “That’s just how life is. It can’t be any different. It’s a chain I can’t break.” She glanced at the board. “But how do you break a chain?” Lifting her hand, she ran it down the letters. “Where does our power really lie?” 
 
    “In our choices,” someone said. 
 
    “That’s right. In our choices. It might feel automatic, but we know that it isn’t. There are ways to change the default setting. How many of you have ever gotten tired of your computer doing something wonky, and when you’ve finally had enough, you or someone who is good at computers goes in and changes the default settings of what you don’t like?” 
 
    Hands went up. 
 
    “So it can be done. It’s tough, and it takes knowledge of how to do it. No lie there. But choosing something different is where your power lies to break the chains that either you chose or that someone else chose for you.” 
 
      
 
    Chains. That’s exactly what this felt like.  
 
    That evening, back at the dorm, Nelson punched in the number and listened to the phone ring even as he thought about Dr. Joy and those chains and all the sliding doors he had gone through in his life. He needed a good dousing of the other side of the sliding door, and he knew just how to get it.  
 
    “Wes,” he said when his friend answered. He didn’t sound particularly happy because this time, he wasn’t going to sugar-coat to himself that this conversation would be an easy one. It wouldn’t be, but Nelson also knew he needed to hear it, to have it, to understand what was really on the other side of that door he had gone through. “Hey, you got a minute?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Sure. What’s up?” 
 
    Nelson let out a long breath to gather his courage. “Listen, I have something to ask you, and I really need you to be straight with me. Okay?” 
 
    “Uh. Okay?” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Nelson licked across his parched lips. “I need to know about Paige.” 
 
    “Paige?” Wes asked in barely disguised worry. “What about Paige?”  
 
    In his heart, Nelson heard the guard go up around Wes’s voice, and he felt the fear rise in himself. Always before, he would have ducked and run from this—to get away from the pain before it had the chance to catch him and crush him. Choices. Change always starts with a new choice. He breathed that down and forced himself to continue, “I need you to tell me,” he said. “I need to know how she’s doing. How she is for real. No sugar-coating it.” 
 
    “Nels,” Wes said, and Nelson wondered then how many times his friend had slow-played the truth to save his feelings. 
 
    “No, Wes. I’m serious here. I need to know. When I left and now. I need to know.” 
 
    There was a hard scratch of pain in Wes’s sigh. “Okay.” But when Wes stopped, Nelson knew old Nelson would have jumped in to fill in the uncomfortable silence. Instead, he forced himself to breathe and just wait. “Like I told you at Christmas, it’s been really rough on her,” Wes finally said. “She… changed a lot after you left.” 
 
    “Changed. How?” 
 
    “She… shut down?” Wes said as if trying to put words to it. “I don’t know how else to explain it. She stopped going to places, to things. We all did our best to not let her just turtle in, but it was hard. It was hard watching her, knowing how hard she was trying to act like she was okay, like living wasn’t killing her. I think she was… scared. Scared of putting herself out there again, scared to really be… uh, who she was, who she is, if that makes any sense?” 
 
    Nelson nodded and swallowed. “Okay. Go on.” 
 
    “And honestly, there’s this… this sadness about her now, like she’s given up on ever being truly happy again, like she’s settled for reality rather than believing in the dream? That sounds dramatic, I guess, but it’s true. And I really think that’s why Greg…” Wes stopped with no warning. 
 
    This breath actually hurt, but Nelson couldn’t stop now. “Why Greg… what?” he asked, prodding the words to keep going though he wasn’t sure he could live through the hearing of them. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know how much you know, but they’re together now.” 
 
    Lightning couldn’t have been more shocking even though on some level Nelson knew he had known all along. “Together?” he asked, suddenly unable to breathe. “Greg… and Paige?” 
 
    “Yeah. Couple of weeks now,” Wes said like he was finally admitting he’d been lying the whole time. “I think… I think it really started when you left. Not like them getting together or anything, but Greg really saw it in her, how much she was struggling and stuff. He… We’d hang out with them, do stuff, trying to keep things from falling apart for her completely.” 
 
    “Them?” 
 
    “Her and Lauren.” 
 
    Pieces began dropping into place in Nelson’s head and heart. His breath was ragged and jerky as he tried to keep his careening emotions in check. “So you got together with Lauren, and…” He sniffed, hating himself for it. 
 
    “Yeah. Nels, Look, I’m really sorry. I know how much you cared about her.” 
 
    “No. No. I need to hear this. I do. So she’s with Greg now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said. “And to be honest, she’s happier now. A heck of a lot happier than she’s been… well, since… she’s been…” 
 
    Nelson put his head back, knowing now that he should never have decided to go back. He’d been selfish to leave. Now he was being selfish going home. Great. Now what? Oh, man, this was a mess. He didn’t want to ask, but he couldn’t help himself. “Does he love her?” 
 
    Wes’s silence said it all. 
 
    A nod of understanding, and Nelson put his hand over his head. “Does she love him?”  
 
    “I… can’t answer that. I don’t know,” Wes said. “I think you’re going to have to ask her that question.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The doors continued sliding as Nelson tried to sort them all out. He had called. He had made plans to go back. He had even told her he was, not to mention telling Wes he wouldn’t back out this time. No second-guessing this decision, that’s what he’d said. So why was it, all he could do was second guess? 
 
    By Wednesday night, he was second-guessing everything. Yoli took one look at him sitting in the desk, and though he tried to avoid her eyes, he knew she knew with one look. 
 
    “Okay, spill it,” she said, sitting down and not even bothering to get settled. “I knew something was wrong Sunday night. What is up with you?” 
 
    Nelson let out a hard breath and rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know what to do anymore.” 
 
    “Anymore? I thought you were going back.” 
 
    “I was… I am… I don’t know.” 
 
    Sympathy crossed Yoli’s face. “Oh, no. What happened now?” 
 
    He thought about it a second before turning to her like he was on trial. “What if I’m making a huge mistake going back?” And before she said anything, he held up both hands. “Not for me. Not for me. For me, going back? Yeah. But for Paige.” He dipped his head as his gaze stayed pinned to her. “She’s with someone else now. A really good guy. My best friend actually, or one of them anyway.” 
 
    Yoli dropped on the news. “Oh, no.” 
 
    “Yeah, so, okay. So I thought going back was what I wanted, and it still is, for me. But I don’t want to go back and mess that up for her. And then I think, can I really go back and watch them be together? You know, the other night, I had a dream that I was the best man in his wedding—to Paige. I woke up like freaking out. I don’t know what to do, Yoli. I’m just so confused.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a start,” Yoli said. “Admitting you have a problem is the first step to getting help.” 
 
    “This isn’t AA.” 
 
    “Same difference. You’ve got a problem, what’re you going to do about it?” 
 
    When he closed his eyes, he saw the window as he explained to Reggie about problems. “I guess I have to grow enough to figure out how to handle it?” 
 
    “What…?” Yoli asked sarcastically. “You’re not just going to run away from it? Ignore it? Pretend like it doesn’t exist?” 
 
    “Is this helping?” he asked, seeing her point but not liking it at all. 
 
    “I don’t know, is it?” 
 
    A second and Nelson took a long breath. “I want to do what’s right. I just… I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “She’s really important to you, huh?” 
 
    “Well, duh. Have you not been paying attention here?” 
 
    “No,” Yoli said and there was compassion and sympathy in the look she gave him. “You really love her.” 
 
    “Holy cow,” he said in total frustration. “What is this, make Nelson crazy night?” 
 
    However, Yoli never lost the softness in her face or eyes. “You would really not go back if it means hurting her or making her have to choose.” 
 
    “She’s not choosing anything. She’s with Greg now. What part of this are you not getting?” 
 
    “And you’re willing to let her go, to let her be with him if that’s really what she wants.” 
 
    Nelson stopped at that. “I just want her to be happy. She deserves that much.” 
 
    “If everyone will please get settled,” Professor Evans said from down front, and Nelson dropped back into the conundrum on his own. 
 
    Of course he loved Paige. Wasn’t that a given? Yes, he’d let her down, taken her for granted, broken every promise he’d ever made to her. As his thoughts continued to spin that way, he realized the only given in the whole thing was that baseline, one-hundred-percent honest, his feelings for her had never changed. She was his North Star, the yin to his yang, the missing piece of the puzzle he’d been trying so desperately to put together without her. She was the first to listen, the first to really get him—not the image of him or the mask he wore, the real him. 
 
    He remembered that first day in the audition. He didn’t even remember what they were auditioning for anymore, but he did remember her, in that dark auditorium, holding his hand, and telling him to go be awesome. His heart jerked at that memory, and he sniffed and swiped at his nose with the fingers that held his pen. Go be awesome. 
 
    He’d always felt the most himself with her, like they could talk about anything. He had told her things he’d never told anyone else before or since. She gave him the space and the courage to be the best of himself. Even when he left, she gave him the freedom he needed to fly. 
 
    Maybe he hadn’t really known what love was back then. But he did now. And now, if it killed him, he was going to do the right thing by her. 
 
    By the time the movie started, Nelson realized he would have to get the notes from Yoli because he hadn’t heard a thing from the lecture. That was okay. He’d gotten A’s on all of the papers as well as on the only test they’d taken. All he had to do was not totally bomb the final, and he would be good to go. 
 
    “Tonight’s film is ‘What Dreams May Come,’” Professor Evans said. “Enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    Enjoy might have been a little too optimistic.  
 
    Nelson fought to take notes for the first several scenes, but it didn’t take long to realize this movie was going to hit far, far too close to home. Death, and not the shoot-‘em-up kind. The real kind where good people that you love and who love you are just… gone. 
 
    Slowly he made himself breathe to keep the emotions down. Even slower he shifted. He couldn’t leave though he wanted to. His insides started vibrating like an electric guitar string on permanent vibrato. A wife, tortured by what she could have done, should have done to protect her children. A husband, emotionally flailing himself even as he tried to help her. And then, the unthinkable. A second death. 
 
    Breathing was becoming impossible. Tears yanked into his eyes. He fought with himself, debating whether to just get up and leave or not. But something held him there—whether from commitment or weakness. As he watched the after-death part, the part where the Robin Williams character’s spirit took up what happens after death, Nelson began to breathe again. His being settled. The painted flowers, the fields of beauty. It was nice to think of Heaven like that, like imagination times a thousand. 
 
    But somehow he knew Heaven couldn’t last, and it didn’t. Another death. A final one. But this soul didn’t go to Heaven like the others had. Instead, it plunged into hell itself.  
 
    Hell. Nelson had never really considered what that would be like—physically. Scene after scene, deeper and deeper into ghastliness that was honestly hard to look at, hard to watch, hard to contemplate. 
 
    Loneliness. Heartache. Heartbreak. Hell. 
 
    Even as he watched, he began to pray, to cry out to God because through all the imagery, he began to see not just the movie but the meaning. Yes, the movie was about hell after death, but it was also about someone you love living in hell. Could you love someone so much to be willing to brave hell itself to get them back? Would you give your own soul so they would not have to face hell alone? Was your love for them so real that you would trade your eternity in Heaven to stay with them, to be with them in their hell? Would you give up everything for someone you loved? Could you love that much? 
 
    They were not easy questions. 
 
    When the lights came back on, Nelson could hardly move. 
 
    “Well,” Yoli said, “I won’t be getting any sleep again tonight.” 
 
    Blinking Nelson looked over at her. “I don’t think I’ve ever thought about hell. Not like that.” 
 
    Yoli laughed softly. “Hell like that always makes me think of that line in the Apostles’ Creed. He descended into hell. It’s about Jesus, and Pastor Mark told us one time that it means Jesus went into hell to free us. He said it means that Jesus loves us so much He’s not afraid of going into our hell to get us out. He loves us that much.” She tipped her head, and although most everyone else was leaving, they hadn’t moved. “I guess it’s like that, you know? Real love stays. Real love is there for us when the worst of everything happens. Real love does what it takes, and it’ll go through hell itself if it has to. Real love isn’t about when it’s easy. Real love is about when life throws hell at you and love steps in front and takes the hit for you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said softly, knowing his heart was never again going to beat quite the same way.  
 
      
 
    Real love is about when life throws hell at you, and love steps in front and takes the hit for you. 
 
    Nelson rolled one way and then the other. He didn’t know if Yoli was getting any sleep, but he sure wasn’t. Finally around 2:30, he gave up, got up, grabbed his keys and a notebook and pen. Quietly he went out the door and down the hall to the little study room. There was a couch in there, and because it was the middle of the night, he was the only living thing even moving. 
 
    When he sat down, he asked himself what he was going to say to her. What could he say? She had gone to hell for him, to rescue him, and she had, more than once. First so he wouldn’t believe he was alone, and then so he could chase… ‘What Dreams May Come.’ He shook his head. “You’re good, God.” 
 
    One more thought to settle everything else and he wrote, Dear Paige… 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    “There’s a letter for you on the island,” Paige’s mom said on Monday when Paige got home from school. 
 
    “Tech?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    The letter lay on the corner of the island, and Paige picked it up and took it to her room with her books. That was odd. It looked handwritten, like something someone would’ve sent when people actually used things like mailboxes and stamps. 
 
    Sure that it was just some marketing ploy, she sat down on her bed and tore the top of it open, releasing two sheaves of handwritten paper. She opened them together and turned them over. 
 
    Dear Paige, 
 
    I know I’ve gotten so many things wrong, and we both know how horrible I’ve always been with words, but I’m going to try it like this because you deserve to know the truth… from me.  
 
    First, I need to tell you that I’m sorry. I’m sorry for taking off like I did. I’m sorry for the way things ended between us. That was dumb of me… but clearly pretty typical if I’m honest. 
 
    The truth is, I’ve done a lot of dumb stuff. I made promises I couldn’t keep, because they sounded good. I really didn’t think how this would all affect you. In fact, I think I didn’t think it would affect you at all… thus my equally stupid behavior at Greg’s party that night. 
 
    I’m sorry about that too. I know I treated you like someone I’d barely even known, and that was so, so wrong of me. I can’t say why I did that… if it was because I thought that’s how you would be or if it was all just a stupid mask I seem to wear all the time because it’s easier… it’s… safer somehow. The truth is, I don’t like people knowing what’s really going on with me. I don’t even know what’s really going on with me most of the times. How can I expect anybody else to understand it? 
 
    But you did. You always, always did. And I think that freaked me out as much as anything. I didn’t know how to love you like that or how to be loved like that. So I bailed on you and on us. And I’m sorry about that. I know I said that before, and that it doesn’t fix anything. I just don’t know what else to say. 
 
    I just keep going around and around in my mind about why I did it, why I left, why I said all those things to you when I knew, I knew how we were going to end up even when we first started. I knew I couldn’t be what you needed me to be, what you thought I was. I could pretend, and I tried, but it was more about being with someone than being with you. I can’t explain that. I’ve about wrung myself out trying to.  
 
    I know when I called you, you were not expecting that. I don’t want to make life miserable for you again, and I’m afraid me coming back might do that. Then again, I want to come back. Here is just here to me. There is home, and I honestly want to come home. But I don’t want to be selfish again. I’ve been selfish long enough. You deserve better.  
 
    So here I am… not knowing what to do or how to do it, and I feel like I need to talk to you about all of it, but I don’t want to call again and make things weird for you. The only thing I know to do is to tell you that I’d like to talk about this… about what happened, about me coming home and if that really is okay with you.  
 
    But this time, I’m not going to make the decision and force you to live with it. I just need to know from you where you are with… life. If my coming home is going to mess up your life, then I won’t. I’ll stay here, and I’ll go on with mine. Don’t worry about me. Don’t even think about me. I need you to do what is right for you. 
 
    I guess that’s all. That’s all I want. I want whatever you want. Just let me know what that is. 
 
    Forever, 
 
    Nelson 
 
    All breath had left sometime after she realized it was from him. Her eyes read it, scanned it, and read it again.  
 
    Why would he do this? Why? And what in the world was she supposed to say back to that? 
 
    Call him? She’d rather die than face the inevitable humiliation of that call. Besides, what would Greg say if he knew she was calling Nelson? She wasn’t in love with Nelson anymore. What did it matter to her if he came back or not?  
 
    The beep of her cell phone nearly sent her right off the edge of the bed, and she grabbed it up, ready to tell him off. But it wasn’t Nelson. It was Lauren. Trying desperately to corral the scattering pieces of her heart, she answered the thing. “Hello?” 
 
    The stark silence on the other side told her she really should have gotten herself together a little better before she answered. Standing, she laid the letter on her desk and took three steps away from it as a wall of tears washed over her. 
 
    “P? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” But she sniffed, and that was the end of that lie. 
 
    “Are you at home?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said as the stupid tears overwhelmed her again. Why couldn’t she just make them stop? 
 
    “I’m coming over.” 
 
      
 
    True to her word, Lauren was there in no time. Paige heard her perky voice in the kitchen with her mother. She should be thankful for that. At least that way her mother wouldn’t be all worried about things. However, Paige could hardly hold her head up, and reality kept sliding away from her with no warning. Why would he send something like that? Why…? 
 
    “P?” Lauren’s soft voice sounded with the knock on her door, and without waiting for an answer, she came right on in. She closed the door softly behind her and came over to the bed. “Aw, honey, look at you.” Overwhelming concern slashed across Lauren’s gentle, sweet features. She reached out and swiped at the tears on her friend’s face. “What happened? Did you and Greg have a fight?” 
 
    Unable to get it all into words, Paige simply reached over and slid the sheaves from the desk. She held them out to Lauren who took them in confusion.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Read it,” Paige said with a hard sniff. 
 
    Lauren’s gaze went down to the words, and at first she just looked confused. But the longer she read, the more anger overtook the confusion. “Are you…? Is he…? Really?” 
 
    Paige was beginning to think she shouldn’t have let her friend read the thing. 
 
    “Is he…?” Livid fury rained down across Lauren’s features as she continued to read. She nearly tore the things when she switched pages. “Oh, my… Are you kidding? He cannot be serious.” When she finished it, she held it up. “Are you kidding me? He sent this to you?” 
 
    Tipping her head as if in reluctant acceptance, Paige actually played it off like she was fine with it for about three seconds. But the feelings were too fresh and too raw to pretend, and she squeezed her eyes shut as the tears began to fall once again. 
 
    “Oh, honey. P…” Lauren slid up next to her on the bed and gathered Paige into her arms. 
 
    “I can’t do this. I can’t. I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t know what he wants me to say. What am I supposed to say to that?” 
 
    “He’s a jerk, P. He just is.” 
 
    “He’s not a jerk.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain him yanking you around like you’re a dog on a chain, huh? I think you should just call him and tell him you never want to see him again. That’s what I think.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just… I just I can’t keep saying goodbye to him. Every time I say hello, I know that just means goodbye’s coming again.” She collapsed once again into tears. “I can’t do this. I can’t. What am I going to do?” 
 
      
 
    All weekend long, Nelson had waited for his phone to ring. He had checked to make sure it wasn’t on silent so many times, there was a notch out of the switch. How long did it take a letter to get there these days anyway? He was used to sending texts, not letters, so he had no real idea. At odd times he had strange thoughts like what if she had moved or what if he had gotten the address wrong and it went to the wrong place. 
 
    By Tuesday afternoon in Contemp Psych, he was running out of reasons she wasn’t calling. He thought about calling her, but he knew he couldn’t do that. He’d told her she could decide, and he was going to have to live with that. But it wasn’t nearly as easy as it had sounded noble. 
 
    “There are times,” Dr. Joy said as Nelson sat doodling on the page in his notebook, “that something in our past is keeping us stuck where we are. When we are children, we do not have control of our world, or much control of our world. However, our minds are wired to spark with understanding when we find something that looks like it’s working to let us control things. We are constantly looking for patterns. If I do this, this happens… If I do that, that happens… 
 
    “And in this process we learn. Some of what we learn is accurate. Some is not. It’s just happenstance that Y follows X, and we process that Y was caused by X. It can be something really simple like, ‘I ate all my peas, and Mommy was happy about that.’ Or ‘I dumped sand on the carport, and Mom was really mad.’ But because we don’t have language to interpret these things in our minds, instead, our emotions do the interpreting for us. Me doing X leads to Y which makes me feel Z. If Z is a good feeling, we do more of X hoping it will lead to Y again and make us feel Z. 
 
    “When these patterns get grooved into our psyches, they can be quite difficult to change even if they don’t make sense later on. ‘If I’m sick, Mom won’t leave. Mom will stay home with me, and I want Mom to stay. I feel happy when Mom stays.’ So X, me being sick, leads to Y, Mom staying home, which makes me feel Z, happy. So therefore, if I want Mom to stay,…” 
 
    “I get sick,” someone behind him said, and Nelson perked up from his doodling.  
 
    “Exactly right. And this is how some of our most self-destructive patterns get set up. We see what we interpret as a pattern that will get us what we want, and we repeat it. We throw a tantrum, and to calm us down, someone gives us candy. Candy equals what I wanted, and the tantrum got it for me. So the next time I want something…” 
 
    “I throw a tantrum,” someone said. 
 
    Nelson half-laughed. He wondered if he had ever thrown a tantrum in his entire life. “Does that work the opposite way?” he asked under his breath. 
 
    “What?” Dr. Joy asked him, and he sat up a little straighter. 
 
    “I just… I wondered if that works for not throwing tantrums. Can you get it hooked up in your head that if you don’t throw a tantrum, you get what you want?” 
 
    Dr. Joy’s eyes fell almost into sadness. “What if someone tells you, ‘You be a good boy while I’m gone,’ and you hook up in your brain that you being good is what makes them come back?” 
 
    Swallowing, Nelson dropped his gaze to the desk. 
 
    “Oh, yes. It’s very possible. ‘You be a big boy for Daddy.’ ‘You be a good girl at school.’ If we link up that our behavior is the reason we get certain outcomes, and we like our outcomes, then, yes, it’s not just possible, it’s likely.” 
 
    “But isn’t that goal setting?” someone asked, and Nelson breathed a sigh of relief to be let off the hook. “Linking up what we want and doing something to make that happen?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Dr. Joy said, “but for most of us, we’re running on faulty programs that we’ve been running all of our lives. Let me tell you a story. When I was about your age, I was a pretty messed up young woman. Some things had happened to me growing up that I believed were my fault. In trying to control my environment, which was very chaotic, I linked up in my head that I was the problem. If I wasn’t there, things were better. So I found ways to not ‘be there.’ I hid in my closet when I was very young. Later on, I’d find friends to hang out with so I didn’t have to go home. I got into a lot of destructive things trying to make myself disappear. 
 
    “Then, when I was about 30 years old, I took a psychology class a lot like this one, and I started to see all those old patterns for what they truly were—my attempts to control the uncontrollable aspects of my life. One of the things the professor told us to do was to go back and talk with our younger selves, to mentor them, to let them tell us what was really going on back then. In a weird way, I became my own best friend doing that. I learned an awful lot about my habits and my patterns, and because of those conversations, I was able to break through the fear I was trying to get myself out of to begin with.” 
 
    “So you’re saying, talk to yourself like that little kid?” someone asked. 
 
    “Yep. As strange as that sounds. Be the person that little kid needed. Just doing that can open doors to understanding and working through things you did not know existed.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re awful quiet,” LJ said on Wednesday as they sat over lunch. 
 
    Truly, Nelson was trying to latch back onto life here as it was becoming increasingly clear that here was where he was staying. He hadn’t bothered with the talking to yourself as a little kid thing. What was the point? Healing just meant hurting, and he was tired of hurting. “Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologize. Just wondering what’s up with you.” 
 
    Nelson let out a long breath. “Life, I guess. End of the semester.” He shrugged. “Lots of stuff to get done.” The fact that his phone still wasn’t ringing wasn’t helping anything. 
 
    “Well, I hear you there. Oh, hey, speaking of classes, Yoli told me to tell you to take notes for her tonight. She’s got some big test to study for tomorrow.” 
 
    That dragged Nelson forward. He’d kind of wanted to talk to their friend about the situation. “She won’t be there?” 
 
    “Nope. That’s why you’ve got to take some good notes.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    As much as Paige hated to admit it, it was like that letter had erased two years of her life, and she was right back at Square One. She had sworn Lauren to secrecy until she figured out what she was going to do. Unfortunately, secrecy didn’t erase the look in Lauren’s eyes. Pity. 
 
    She hated that. 
 
    Maybe Lauren was right. Maybe she should just call Nelson and tell him… what? That she never wanted to see him again? Her heart panged about as loud as her locker door slammed at that thought. Even if she wanted to, she could never say those words out loud. 
 
    That was probably why she hadn’t called him. What she should say and what she could say were two very different things, and there was no telling what she would say if she ever dialed that number. In history, she slouched down in the desk. She just wished she could forget Nelson Samuels ever existed. That would make things so, so much easier. 
 
    Then she could be with Greg, no stupid memories or crazy calls out of the blue between them. A second and she let out a breath. She hadn’t told Greg about the letter either. He was working crazy hours and trying to finish up with school. The last thing he needed to be dealing with was a girlfriend whose whole world felt like it was falling apart. Closing her eyes as the bell rang, she dragged herself up. Like it or not, this was something she needed to figure out how to handle on her own, but just how she was ever going to do that was beyond her. 
 
      
 
    For the second week in a row, Nelson sat staring at the screen in cinema class. He hardly knew where he even was. Reality. His and the film’s version of it slip-slid over the top of one another until he could very easily have been the one on the screen rather than just the one watching. 
 
    “So go…” the actress said on the screen. 
 
    Nelson closed his eyes, feeling the hard rush of tears at those words. Paige hadn’t said them quite like that, but she well could have. Did in fact—just differently.  
 
    Why had he left? Was he so scared of getting close he had chosen to leave? Was college the reason or the excuse? 
 
    It was crazy how many times over the past few days since he had put the letter in the mail to her that he had thought that simply erasing her from his memory would be the better option for him. How many times in the last two years had he wished to do just that? 
 
    And now… now, in bright bold, vivid colors, he had watched what would happen if you tried to do just that. 
 
    Flipping back to the beginning of his notes, which he realized only then were pages and pages and pages, he read the title of the film. ‘Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind.’ 
 
    He dragged in a hard, tear-stained breath. A spotless mind. 
 
    A mind devoid of memories. A heart devoid of the emotion of them. 
 
    What had the doctor told Joel in the movie? It was necessary to erase not just the memories but the emotions that went with them as well. Erasing one without erasing the other would leave traces of all of it behind. 
 
    A mind… devoid of memories. Somewhere, deep inside him, Nelson’s being surged with the tears his heart could no longer hold, and suddenly they were everywhere, everywhere, everywhere he looked.  
 
    Not wanting to feel them or for anyone to see them, he slid his notebook from the desk and dragged up his backpack from the floor. 
 
    He couldn’t erase her memory any more than he could erase what he had done to her, to them. He had walked away… not because his father wanted him to go somewhere else. He had walked away because he was scared. He was scared of what he would have to face in himself to be with her. He was scared to let her in that far, all the way in, all the way down into the memories he couldn’t bear to look at, to ever let himself feel. 
 
    Walking out into the darkness, Nelson swung his backpack up onto his shoulder. He could walk and just keep walking. Just disappear right off the edge of the planet. That’s what he wanted to do. It would be easier that way. Easier than living with the devastation he had caused in his own life and in hers. 
 
    However, down the sidewalk under one of the amber streetlights, he forced himself to stop walking. When he stopped, the pain caught up with him in a backlash that wrapped around his heart with stabbing knives and lashing whips, and he let it engulf him like he never had before. Not really seeing it, he sat down on a hard, steel bench and let the backpack slide to the ground at his feet.  
 
    He was lost. Lost in a sea of trying to figure things out and getting more and more… lost. “I can’t do this alone,” he breathed, putting his head down, dropping it all the way down into the words. Yanking his head up, he looked at the sky he couldn’t even see. “I can’t do this alone! Do You hear me?” 
 
    At first he thought the buzz of his cell phone in his pocket must be in his imagination. Then he thought he must be hallucinating. Because when he pulled it out, her name and face on the screen jerked through him like a hard rip to the gut. Answer it. 
 
    It was almost like he had to physically tell himself what to do as his fingers shook into motion. 
 
    The sliding doors opened and closed back and forth in front of him. She was calling. That meant something. But he had no idea what… 
 
      
 
    Paige closed her eyes even as the phone rang a third time. What was she doing? She shouldn’t be calling him. Not like this. Not now. Not… 
 
    “He… Hello?” His voice, sad, disjointed, and utterly miserable came over the line. 
 
    “Nelson?” she asked, and in that instant she completely forgot everything else. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    He laughed softly. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Not sure. What do you mean you’re not sure? Where are you? What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    Picking his head up, Nelson looked around himself and wondered how he had even gotten here—sitting under a streetlight that buzzed in a darkness that felt all-encompassing. “I’m sorry, Paige. I’m so sorry.” He bent into the words as they dragged him down into them. “I’m sorry for everything, you have no idea how bad I feel about everything I put you through.” 
 
      
 
    It was something about how he said it rather than what he said that hurtled her own self-pity and confusion away from her. “Nelson? Nelson, listen to me. Listen to me. Okay? Take a breath.” Although she had the phone practically smashed against her head, she couldn’t hear him. “Nelson, breathe!” 
 
    He laughed softly, but there was a sniff attached to it that twisted her heart. “I am breathing. At least I’m trying to.” 
 
    “Are you sure because you don’t sound like it. You sound like you’re drowning in a lake with no water.” 
 
    This time he really did laugh. “Wow. There’s an image.” 
 
    She took a breath then as well. “Well, it was the best I could do on short notice. You ‘bout scared me to death. What is going on anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Nelson looked around, up, then down before huddling in his jacket and leaning back on the bench. “You probably don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    He thought about it then, the movie, his life, her. All of it. “You ever heard of a movie called ‘Eternal Sunlight of the Spotless Mind’?” 
 
    “The eternal… what?” 
 
    Kicking his feet out in front of him, he shook his head and ran his hand back over his hair. “It’s just this… I’m in this modern cinema class this year, and it’s kind of starting to freak me out.” 
 
    “Clearly,” she said, not losing any of the concern. “What’s so bad about it?” 
 
    Nelson came forward, put his elbows on his knees and hung his head. “Tonight’s movie was about wanting to erase your memories after you break up with somebody. You know, so you can supposedly move on, forget all about them, and be happy again?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, and it was barely a breath. 
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed too. “That’s the thing they don’t warn you about in there. You just show up to class thinking, ‘Piece of cake, watch a movie for a couple hours, write my name on the sheet, collect an A.’ But it’s not turning out like that.” 
 
    “How’s it turning out?” 
 
    “Well, last week was a movie about what it’s like to lose someone in your family and the whole Heaven and hell thing. The beginning of the semester it was ‘A Beautiful Mind.’ If it hadn’t been for LJ, I would’ve had to sleep with the light on for a month after that one.” 
 
    “Wow, what kind of movies are they showing for this thing?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t think they’re supposed to mess you up like this, but between that and Contemp Psychology, I’m starting to think that God’s got a really messed up sense of humor.” 
 
    “God?” she asked, stumbling on the word. “I… didn’t know you were into God.” 
 
    “I… I wasn’t… really.” He wondered how to explain it to her. He had a hard time understanding it himself. “It’s just been a really strange semester.” It was then that he remembered who he was talking to and why. “To be honest with you, I think it started at Christmas, the whole divorce thing and then the party and all of that…” 
 
    When she said nothing back, Nelson knew the time to talk about what an idiot he had been at the party had arrived.  
 
    “I…” he said, trying to figure out how to finish that with something that would do more than just sorry. 
 
    “Nels…” she started, but he wasn’t going to let this opportunity pass. 
 
    “No, Paige, please. Just… I need to… There are some things I really need to say… to you because I know now how bad I messed up.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said so softly he barely heard it. 
 
    For a full second, he had no earthly idea where to start. “Look, this is probably going to sound completely ridiculous, but when I left to come here, I really thought you would just go on with life. I mean I really, honestly did. I thought if I was lucky, I’d be a nice memory and all of that and you would just move on. End of story. I convinced myself that me leaving was no big deal.” 
 
    “You thought it wasn’t a big deal?” she asked, and he heard the color drain from her face. 
 
    “No. Paige. No. That’s not… No. That’s just it. It was a big deal… for me, but I think I’d decided that I could get through things like that if I just didn’t let myself feel them. And I did such a good job of it, I convinced myself that none of you guys did either.” 
 
    “You thought we didn’t care that you left?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that. I know. I know. I get it now. It’s just that… Well, I’ve been doing a lot of figuring things out this semester, working on figuring them out anyway, and I get it now that I’m not somebody who ever lets people get very close. I’m working on it, but it’s still… it’s tough. I think I’m afraid of what happens when they leave. So I put up these walls so when they leave, it doesn’t kill me.” 
 
    “But you’re the one that left.” 
 
    “Right. Exactly. I left because I didn’t know how to stay. No one ever taught me how to stay, so I left, thinking that was just what was supposed to happen, that it was going to happen eventually, so what difference did it make if it happened now or later? But now I see that leaving doesn’t change anything other than the scenery.” He slipped back on the bench and watched two people walk by across the sidewalk. “I’ve spent two years trying to get myself to move on only to find out that it doesn’t work like that. You can’t just snap your fingers and hey, it’s all good we’re moving on. At least I can’t.” 
 
    “So that’s why you’re coming back?” 
 
    “Yeah. To be honest I’ve lived a lot of places but none of them have ever felt like home like being there with all of you did. Wes and Greg were like my brothers, and you…” 
 
    “Yeah, Nels,” she said with a sigh, “about that.” 
 
    “Before you say anything, I know about you and Greg,” Nelson said, knowing they needed to talk about this too and praying for the right words. 
 
    “You do?” she asked as if she’d just committed a felony. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve talked with Wes a couple of times. He told me that you and Greg are…” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for it to happen…” 
 
    “No. Paige. I’m not mad. I’m not. I get it. I mean, that’s what I figured would happen when I left, you know? You’d find somebody and life would go on being life.” He sighed and put his head down before yanking himself back up and sitting at a near diagonal on the bench. “I guess I just didn’t think it would be with Greg that’s all.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nelson.” 
 
    “No, Paige, don’t be. Please. Okay?” He sorted through words as fast as they came. “And listen, don’t… I don’t expect you to do anything one way or the other just because I’m coming back either. I mean, who knows? We’re different people now. Maybe…” Oh, lands this was hard to say. “Maybe Greg’s the one you’re meant to be with. Maybe it’s all working out like it’s supposed to.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a long minute and then, “So you’re not mad?” 
 
    “Mad? Why would I be mad? It’s not like I thought you’d stop dating just because I wasn’t around.” 
 
    “Did you?” she asked, and the question was soft with a hint of fear around the edges. 
 
    “Stop dating?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Nelson hadn’t been prepared for that question. “Uh, well, not at first, no. I had my share of dates when I first got here, but after a while, I don’t know, that whole scene just seemed stupid and pointless. The truth is I haven’t done more than danced with a girl in… well, let’s see December, January, February, March, April… five months?” 
 
    “Really?” she asked incredulously. “What are the girls in Seattle stupid and blind?” 
 
    He laughed at that.  
 
    “Oh, and deaf,” she said with a laugh, “let’s not forget deaf. You are still writing and singing, right? I know, engineering and all of that, but…” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve gone back to a little of it just the last couple of months,” he said, tracing his hand over his head. “Just couldn’t stay away I guess.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she said, her words like a soft pillow. “I always thought it would be a tragedy if you stopped playing.” 
 
    “I almost did,” he said, thinking of how close he had come to giving it up completely. “But my roommate, LJ’s kind of made that next to impossible now. Actually he’s made a lot of things impossible.” Reaching over, Nelson toyed with the wrought iron edging of the bench. 
 
    “Like?” she asked. 
 
    “Like pretty much everything. He kind of crashed into my life, and it hasn’t really been the same since.” 
 
    “Wow, you’ve had quite a year.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Leaning forward, he let out a breath. “Listen, Paige, I know it’s gotta be getting late there, and I should really let you go. But before I do…” 
 
      
 
    Paige braced for the question she knew had been coming the whole conversation. 
 
    “Have… have you thought anymore about me coming back?” he asked, treading on each word carefully. 
 
    Thought about it? That’s all she had thought about since his announcement had thrown her life into utter and complete chaos. 
 
    “I know,” he continued. “It’s probably asking a lot, and like I said in the letter, if you don’t want me to…” 
 
    “Nels,” she breathed, closing her eyes. Was she really going to say this? Why couldn’t she just take Lauren’s advice and tell him no? Lauren was going to murder her when she found out. Still, Paige couldn’t just throw him out to the wolves. The guys were his family, and family was important. She would never, ever do anything to purposely cause him pain even if she had no idea how it would work or that it would probably end up causing her pain in the end. This was Nelson, and she’d promised to never let him fall. That still meant something to her, and it probably included not pitching him off the sheer side of an emotional cliff just because it would be easier, so… “Yeah, it’s okay with me if you come back. Of course, it is. You deserve to be happy too, and if that means you coming home, then I think you should.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked as if he had expected her to say no. 
 
    She nodded, knowing this would be her answer all along. “Really.” 
 
      
 
    When they hung up, Nelson let out a breath of happy relief. He was going home. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Paige was still trying to figure out how and if to tell Lauren about the phone call when Lauren showed up at the lockers the next morning. 
 
    “Great news,” Lauren said though she said it like they were on Mission Impossible and no one else could hear or the whole world would blow up. 
 
    “Oh yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “I just heard that Kelsey Jones and some of the Student Council are going to the School Board meeting tonight.” Lauren collected her flute and music after stuffing her other things in the locker. 
 
    With all the tumult in Paige’s heart and brain, there was simply no room for Kelsey Jones or anyone else. “So?” 
 
    “So,” Lauren said, her eyes going wide as she turned and hooked her arm through Paige’s. “Word is that they’re going to petition so that the guys can come to the prom.” 
 
    It wasn’t like they were in an all girls’ school, and Paige puzzled at that. “Guys can come to the prom. It’d be kind of pointless without them.” 
 
    Lauren rolled her eyes. “Not those guys. Our guys.” 
 
    That didn’t help Paige at all. She should have just stayed home. Today was going to be impossible. “What difference would that make to Kelsey Jones?” 
 
    “Oh, my…” At the orchestra door, they went into it and down the darkened ramp. “Hello, earth to Paige. Can you focus here?” 
 
    Annoyance lit through her, but she squelched it. The last thing she needed was for her friend to get wind of what she had done. 
 
    “They’re petitioning for guys who are out of school to be able to go. Like until they’re 21 or something like that. I don’t know, but isn’t that great?” 
 
    Great. Of course it was great. It was fabulous. 
 
    So where was Paige’s enthusiasm for the plan? “Awesome.” 
 
      
 
    By Friday it was a done-deal. The school board in their magnanimity had reconsidered the rule, and the whole school was abuzz with the news. 
 
    “So,” Lauren said when they got to their lockers, “what do you think? You think they should ask us, or do we ask them?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know.” It was becoming hard to stay in the here-and-now when May was coming so fast. May. And Nelson would be here. And she would be with Greg, going to the prom, and then orchestra night, and before she knew it, graduation. It was hard to keep all the moving pieces in the right place. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think we should do it up right. Get them to come over, probably to your house maybe tomorrow night, and feed them, of course, and then at just the right time, we ask if they’ll be our dates to the prom.” 
 
    “You don’t want to wait for them to ask us?” Paige asked, shutting her locker and picking up her violin.  
 
    “Do you really think that’s smart? It’s the guys we’re talking about here.” 
 
    Paige shrugged. “I don’t know. I think we should at least give them the chance.” 
 
    Lauren sighed. “Okay, but if they don’t ask by next weekend, we’re not waiting any longer than that.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you bring the notes?” Yoli asked Nelson on Sunday night when they had finished singing for the service. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Not sure they’re going to be much help,” Nelson said. “I’m still trying to recover from the movie.” He was trying to recover from more than that, but so far, he’d kept the conversation with Paige to himself. Somehow he didn’t want to ruin it by talking about it with everyone else. 
 
    “Was it bad?” Yoli put on her jacket as LJ put the music together. 
 
    “Well, not bad. It just really made you think about what we think of as reality and our memories.” 
 
    “Oh, no. Another one of those? I’m kind of glad I missed it.” 
 
    Strange, Nelson would have said the same thing if the phone call hadn’t happened right after it. Now the two things were entwined in his heart as the best night he’d had in longer than he could remember. “Here you go,” he said, giving her his cinema notebook. “But don’t lose that.” 
 
    “I’ll guard it with my life.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson sat down on Wednesday night in cinema really hoping Yoli would be here soon. He didn’t like not feeling prepared, not having his notebook, but there was nothing he could do about it, so he kicked back and crossed his arms waiting. It took only that long for the melodies to start playing inside him, and he smiled at that. They’d started in earnest sometime after he’d sat on a little bench in near darkness, and they hadn’t stopped since. In fact, they were starting to be comforting rather than maddening. 
 
    “You were right,” Yoli said, suddenly appearing at his elbow, and Nelson straightened like a shot. “I got nothing out of those notes. What’d you do, try to write down the whole movie?” 
 
    He laughed as he took the notebook back. “I think I lived it.” 
 
    Next to him, she sat down. “Think I’m glad I skipped that one.” She worked to get ready for the class. “So how’s life?” 
 
    “Actually,” he said slowly, “I finally got to talk to Paige.” 
 
    “No lie? Like for real, for real?” 
 
    “For real,” he said with a nod. “Course she’s still going with my best friend, but at least we talked.” 
 
    “And how was that?” 
 
    “Nice,” he said, his voice drifting into softness. “She’s still so super easy to talk to about everything. I think I’d forgotten that.” 
 
    “So she’s not just a girlfriend, she’s a friend?” 
 
    “Ex-girlfriend,” he said but then admitted, “Yeah.”  
 
    “Ex or not, friends is important. It cuts down on the drama.” 
 
    “Oh?” Nelson asked, hoping Professor Evans would hold off on cutting them off. 
 
    “Yeah. Every guy I’ve been with before LJ was all about us, you know? Like they had to know where you were and be around all the time, and when they were around, you couldn’t be doing normal stuff. You had to be doing relationship stuff. It was exhausting.” 
 
    “Hm.” He nodded to keep her going. 
 
    “You couldn’t just sit there and talk. It had to be deep stuff, but shallow stuff too.” 
 
    This time he nodded with the confusion. “Deep but shallow? That makes sense.” 
 
    “No, it was like all, ‘Oh, baby you’re the only one for me. I love you so much.’ But it was like they didn’t even know me, you know? They loved the idea of me. They didn’t really love me. I was like a concept to them. ‘The girlfriend.’” She put finger quotes around the words. “The other half they’d been looking for. But the problem was, I couldn’t even be me when they were around. If I needed to do homework, I only did it after they left because if I tried to do it while they were there, they were like all over me and stuff. So my whole life had to be put on hold or they’d get all ticked about everything and drama, drama, drama.” 
 
    “So, how… how do you do that?” he asked, desperately needing to know. “How do you make it be… normal, like that?” 
 
    “Well, it’s like LJ and me. We know about each other. We know what’s going on in our lives. We’ve talked about it, you know? He knows when I have a test. I know when he’s got a project. We talk about finances and our families—as screwed up as they both are. It’s not all, ‘Oh, babe, I love you so much’ with no real real behind it. He cares about me. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Just before Nelson could answer, Professor Evans took to the microphone. “Everyone please take your seats. This will be our last class. Next week during this time, we will have our final. So please do not plan on skipping that date.” 
 
    Finals. Wow. How did they get here so fast? 
 
      
 
    The fact that the movie starred Jim Carrey was nearly enough to send Nelson running for the exits. If this movie was like the last one, he was done for. 
 
    He flipped to a new page in his notebook and wrote the movie title ‘The Truman Show.’ This one he’d actually heard of though he knew next to nothing about it. “Lord, please, don’t let it be another Eternal Sunshine movie. Please.” 
 
      
 
    Paige didn’t want to admit it, but Lauren was right. It was looking increasingly like they were going to have to be the ones to do the asking. They’d talked about it every single morning since Friday, and it was official. They only had two weeks. Somebody had better get serious about this asking thing. 
 
    Lauren had said she had casually mentioned something to Wes when they were working on his newest car project the day before, but in typical Wes style, he hadn’t gotten the clue. It would’ve been nice for Paige to be able to have an excuse to see Greg to try the same thing. The problem was, he was either working or in school every waking hour and studying every sleeping one. College was going to kill the poor guy at this rate. 
 
    She did need to say something though so he could take off that night, and they needed to get their clothing choices chosen. As her thoughts wound around this prom, it wasn’t long and they were sliding backward in time. The prom the year before had been a complete and total bust with Lauren not even coming due to a freak ankle injury. Of course, Paige had gone with Jared what a ridiculous relationship that had turned out to be. Why she’d ever gone out with him was beyond her. 
 
    And then she let her thoughts go where they always did when prom came up—to dancing under the little shelter by the lake in Nelson’s arms. What a perfect moment that had been. He had held her so very gently that heat flooded her cheeks even now as she remembered him asking about the words she would put to the moment. Crazy, she didn’t even remember them, but she still felt them in exquisite detail. 
 
    Looking at her clock, she thought about it being Wednesday night, and she wondered what movie he was watching tonight. She hoped it was a little easier on his nerves than the one the week before. Erasing your memories. Yes, there had been a time she would have wanted to do just that, but now, on the other side of being okay with them, she was glad she hadn’t. 
 
    It was less a really conscious decision and more just wanting to see how he was. She grabbed her phone and typed in a text. I hope you survived the movie. With a jumpstart to her spirit, she hit send and dropped the phone to her chest. They were friends. No different than her and Wes. And when he came home, she wasn’t going to just ignore him, so better to get the friendship on solid ground now before he showed up. Yes. So much better. 
 
      
 
    Stairs. A door. A way out... 
 
    Nelson watched the end of the movie, thinking he had liked this one better than the other one. Or maybe this one wasn’t as relevant to his life. Though it was with the director guy controlling everything. Had he been tasked with writing a paper about it, he could easily have done that. But they didn’t have to, which was good. 
 
    Just as Truman escaped from his totally-scripted life, Nelson’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He didn’t even reach for it as he wrote the end of his notes. 
 
    “Not half bad,” Yoli said when it was over. 
 
    “I’ve seen worse.” 
 
    She started gathering her things. “You going back to the dorms?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “Awesome. Would you give LJ this?” She handed him a sheet of paper that had dates scrawled on it. “We’re trying to figure out a couple retreat dates for next semester.” Standing, she swung her backpack to her shoulder. “It’s too bad you’re not going to be around. I think you’d be a great counselor.” 
 
    “Me?” Nelson asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes, you.” Following him, she climbed the steps. “You don’t give yourself enough credit, you know that?” 
 
    “I’m trying to be humble,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Oh, is that what it is?” 
 
    “Something like it.” He held the outside door for her. “You need company out to your car?” 
 
    “Nah.” Yoli stopped for a second. “Though I do have to say, I’m going to kind of miss our talks.” 
 
    Nelson ducked his head. “Yeah, you and me both.” 
 
    A second and she came forward to give him a hug. “Thanks for being my cinema buddy.” 
 
    He tucked her under his arm. “Thanks for keeping me sane.” 
 
    She laughed. “I wouldn’t go that far.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was touch and go there for a while.” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue.” With a nod, she sighed. “I guess I’ll see ya Sunday night.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it.” And with that Nelson, turned and headed back the other way. Crossing in front of the building that housed the auditorium where the cinema class was, he remembered the text and pulled his phone out, expecting something from LJ. Instead, it was Paige’s name that greeted him. 
 
    Not really thinking about it, he hit the call back button on the side as happiness surged in him. 
 
    “Hello?” she asked after barely two rings, and the sweetness of her voice washed all kinds of wonderful over him. 
 
    “Hey,” he said softly. “Sorry I missed your text. I just got out.” 
 
    “That’s cool. Did you survive, or was this movie as bad as the last one?” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “No. But it did have Jim Carrey in it, so I was a little worried at first.” 
 
    “He was in the last one?” 
 
    “Yeah.” As he approached the little bench, Nelson debated. This probably wouldn’t be a long conversation, but it was nice to get a little fresh air and not feel like the walls of the dorm were his only world. “This one was a little trippy though, but nothing like Eternal Sunshine. I’m still having nightmares over that one.” Sitting down, he let his backpack fall to his feet. 
 
    “Thinking about erasing it from your memory?” she asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Ugh. Let’s not even go there.” He leaned back, crossed his arms and ankles. “How about you? You survive the week?” 
 
    “Trying to. I’ve got a paper in English I really should be working on, but English lit is just not high on the priority list right now.” 
 
    “You doing Shakespeare?” 
 
    “Macbeth.” 
 
    “Ooo, Macbeth. ‘Out, out damn spot.” 
 
    She laughed. “And we’re back to trying to forget.” 
 
    He smiled at that. “Crazy how that happens. I’m starting to think that’s a theme.” 
 
    “Funny, I always thought it was just me that wanted to do that with stuff.” 
 
    “Me too.” This smile touched his heart.  
 
    “So what day are you going to be back anyway? May is going to be just insane around here.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, like the 12th or 13th, I think. Whatever that Monday is.” 
 
      
 
    That Monday, Paige knew without even looking at a calendar, was two days after the prom. “Cool. That’s right before Orchestra Night. You’ll have to come.” 
 
    “Wow. Orchestra Night. Been a long time since I thought about that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said softly. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “But I’ll be there.” 
 
    “You will?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
      
 
    They had talked for almost an hour, and Nelson was glad they could be friends. Back at the dorm, he pulled up her FriendsLink page again. Just seeing her smile, he could live on that for a lifetime. Carefully he closed the computer. Friending her so publicly might not be the best idea in the whole world. He needed to talk with Greg, get things settled there. Then, they could all be friends again, and everything would be right with the world. This was working out better than he had ever even let himself hope. 
 
      
 
    Greg invited them all over to his house on Friday night for pizza and hanging out. It wasn’t long after the pizza was devoured that the guys broke out the guitars. They had sung three other songs before someone suggest Hopeless.  
 
    “E?” Wes asked, trying several chords on his acoustic. 
 
    “Yep. Think so,” Greg agreed. “Paige, you doing the harmony?” 
 
    “Aye Aye, captain,” she said, saluting him.  
 
    “Ah, one, two, three, four,” Greg counted them off and smiled down at Paige who sat at his feet in front of the ottoman. She smiled back grateful for how sweet he always was to her. He closed his eyes just before he started singing. “Hopeless. Hopelessly devoted… to you…” The guitar strums drove the song into more emotion. “This is my anthem. This is my song. This will be my melody. My whole life long…” 
 
    Wes filled in with the first harmony, and then Paige joined in. 
 
    “You’re my fascination,” she sang as her heart raced on ahead of her. This was one of Nelson’s songs, and she wondered then who he had written it for. She was going to have to ask him sometime. 
 
    Greg nodded. “My every temptation.” 
 
    She joined in again, “You’re my solid ground.” 
 
    “My bluest sky.” 
 
    “My peace of mind.” 
 
    “My wings to fly…” 
 
    “And I’m hopeless…” Greg sang. 
 
    Wes added the echo. “Hopeless….” 
 
    “Hopelessly devoted…” Paige sang. 
 
    “To you…” 
 
    “And I’m hopeless…”  
 
    “Hopeless…” 
 
    “Hopelessly devoted…” 
 
    “To you….” 
 
    Paige couldn’t deny it. She had fallen in love with that song. It gave her such peace when they sang it, like everything was going to be all right.  
 
    When Greg finished the last strum, he looked at his pick. “Stupid thing. Nothing worse than a cracked pick.” He lifted his chin to his guitar case. “Paige, would you grab me another pick?” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” She scrambled up and went over to the little smoky black case. Opening it, she sat on her heels. “Are they…?” However, before she got the question out, she met up with a bright pink paper covered in glitter, and she stopped cold. Stunned, she read it once and then again.  
 
    Paige, 
 
    You’re my fascination.  
 
    My every temptation.  
 
    You’re my solid ground.  
 
    My bluest sky.  
 
    My peace of mind.  
 
    My wings to fly… 
 
    And out of all the girls in the world, 
 
    You’re my PICK to take to Prom. 
 
    Will you go with me? 
 
    A small gasp of surprise and happiness jumped out of her as she lifted the paper from the case. She stood, still gaping, and turned to find Greg standing there, not three feet from her. His soft eyes begged her not to trash him.  
 
    “It’s kind of cheesy,” he said softly as he shrugged before putting his hand out and taking hers. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” she replied, and she stepped into his embrace. His hands slid up and down her back, and she loved how they felt around her.  
 
    “So?” he asked, bending down to her just a little. “What do you say? Will you go to prom with me?” 
 
    Paige sniffed and nodded. “Of course. I’d love to.” 
 
    Heedless of the other two in the room, he kissed her gently and hugged her once more. Then he turned them back to their friends. “Yes. Mission accomplished!” 
 
    “Well, it’s about time,” Wes said, his arm securely around Lauren. “I was starting to worry you weren’t going to go through with it.” 
 
    “Me?” Greg said, bringing Paige back over to the group without getting the pick. “Are you kidding? Of course I was. What’d you think, I was just going to say, ‘Uh, Paige, wanna go to prom with me?’ Come on, man. I had to do better than that. I’ve got the best girl on my arm. No offense, Lauren.” 
 
    “None taken,” Lauren said with a giggle. 
 
    “Wait,” Paige said, jerking up from Greg as she noticed how cool with it all Lauren was. “Did he ask you? When did he ask you?” 
 
    “The other night when we were working on the car,” Lauren said with a grin. “But I didn’t want to ruin your surprise.” 
 
    “You…” Paige bent and punched at Lauren. “And you!” She actually connected with Wes’s shoulder. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Man, Greg, your girlfriend is vicious,” Wes said, rubbing his arm. 
 
    Greg collected her back under his arm and hugged her again. “That’s why I try so hard to stay on her good side.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you to your friends?” Pastor Mark asked on Sunday night. “Do those closest to you see you as someone who gives into their lives or someone who only takes? It’s an important question because too often we get into a me funk. Everything is about me. Your life is supposed to be about me. It’s like you begin to think that U is at the center of the u-niverse. This is dangerous thinking. So as the semester winds down, I want you to think for a moment about who you have thanked recently, who you have helped recently, who you have given of yourself to help recently.” 
 
    In the pew, Nelson squirmed a bit. He seemed to always get trapped in the me funk. Even when he was trying not to. As the pastor continued, Nelson thought down his list of friends and decided he needed to do a better job of being there for them rather than just taking what he needed from them. 
 
    “Please stand for our song, Live Out Loud.” 
 
    It had become one of Nelson’s favorites, and as he counted them off, he vowed to himself that the lyrics of that song wouldn’t just be lyrics he’d memorized once only to forget. 
 
    Don’t let fear drag you down. 
 
    When your back’s against the wall, 
 
    And struggle’s all you got, 
 
    Give it all to God 
 
    And live out loud! 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Wes,” Nelson said later. LJ and Yoli had gone to S.I.A. so he had the dorm room to himself. 
 
    “Hey, stranger. How’s life?” 
 
    “Good. Good. How about you?” 
 
    “Pretty good. You getting all ready for the big move?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Nelson said, and after a small pause, he let out a breath to get himself to say what he’d called to say. “Listen, man, I’ve been doing some thinking.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “No. No. It’s good. I just… I wanted to say thanks, for sticking by me and trying to get me to see what an idiot I was being about everything.” 
 
    “Oh, well…” 
 
    “No, Wes,” Nelson said firmly. “If it wasn’t for you, even back in high school, I wouldn’t be where I am today. You’re a really good friend, and I just wanted to say thanks for that.” 
 
    “You’re not bailing on this idea of coming back, are you?” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “No, why?” 
 
    “Just checking. And in that case, you’re welcome. What are brothers for if you can’t be an idiot with them sometimes?” 
 
    Nodding, Nelson laughed again. “I hear you there. Well, listen, I won’t keep you. I should be there on the 13th. It might be late, but I’m sure I’ll see you on the 14th.” 
 
    “You swing by the garage?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Maybe, but… that’s Orchestra Night, right? Lauren and Paige?” He was proud of himself for getting Lauren’s name out first. 
 
    However, there was a long pause. “Uh, yeah. How’d you know that?” 
 
    “Oh.” He shouldn’t have said anything. Then again, it wasn’t like it meant anything more than they were friends. They were friends. Texting. Calling. Talking. Friends. That was it. “I talked to Paige a little about all of it. She told me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Wes said, followed by another long pause.  
 
    “Is… that… cool?” Nelson asked, now totally unsure. 
 
    “Well, yeah. I guess if Paige invited you. It’s just that…” 
 
    “I know. Her and Greg are still going together.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said. “He asked her to the prom.” 
 
    Nelson absorbed that news, fighting to figure out why it jabbed into him so hard. “Of course. Of course. They’re going together. He should ask her. That makes sense.” 
 
    “Okay. Just so we’re clear about that.” 
 
    “Of course. Crystal clear. Absolutely, one-hundred percent crystal clear.” 
 
      
 
    The next time Paige texted, Nelson was smart enough not to call her back. No. He needed to keep some distance between them. Out of respect for Greg if nothing else. Still, even texting, he got dragged right in to what being connected to her felt like.  
 
    Really need to go study for finals, he sent, knowing he had to keep this just friends and that doing so was going to be downright painful. 
 
    K, she texted back. Enjoy finals. Go be awesome! 
 
    Nelson closed his eyes. How did she do that to him so effortlessly? “Oh, Lord, You’re going to have to help me on the boundaries of this one.”  
 
    He put talking to Greg about all of it on the top of his to-do list when he got back. The way he figured it, once they got things settled between the two of them, this would all get much easier. At least he hoped it would. 
 
      
 
    It was truly incredible how fast May tenth arrived. It seemed like one second he was sitting in this dorm room alone, and the next his stuff was all boxed up and ready to go. 
 
    “It’s a two-day drive?” LJ asked, his stuff mostly boxed on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re not driving straight through though?” 
 
    “Nah. I’ll stop somewhere tonight at least. I’ll see by Sunday where I am.” 
 
    “Well, don’t push it,” LJ said. “I want you there in one piece.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “That is the plan.” 
 
    And then they came to goodbye. He’d already told Yoli goodbye on Wednesday night, but this one would be far harder. 
 
    “You know I’m only a phone call away,” LJ said. 
 
    “Yep, and so am I,” Nelson said. 
 
    LJ pursed his lips and regarded his friend. “Yes, and you’d better use it too. You got that? I want to know how things are going.” 
 
    Nelson nodded though his gaze and head fell. “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “And not just on the trip neither. You got that?” LJ put up his hand like he was going to arm wrestle. 
 
    “Got it,” Nelson said, meeting his friend’s hand. A second and the connection became a hug. “Thanks for everything.” 
 
    “Hey, dude. Right back at you.” And LJ clapped Nelson on the head. “You take care of yourself, and I’m gonna be praying for you.” 
 
    Coming out of the hug, Nelson nodded. “Right back at you.” 
 
      
 
    Somehow leaving had become immensely more difficult in the past two years. Always before, Nelson had fought the tears and memories as he set off for the next chapter in his life. This time, he didn’t. He thought about Pastor Mark who had, in fact, gotten a recording of one of his songs. Right on the heels of that thought came one about Dr. Joy. He was going to miss her crazy outfits and mind-bending lessons about life.  
 
    As he drove off campus for the last time, Nelson thought about Professor Evans. She would never know the impact she’d had on his life, and he prayed that God would bless her for all those lessons she would never know had made such a difference.  
 
    It was crazy, he thought as he joined the late-afternoon Friday traffic headed out of the city. He had thought Northwestern such a mistake for so long, only now did he see that his life would not have been the same without the people he had met there. Reggie, the football star who stunk at math. Lindsey, the singer, who still waved to him every time he came to the church. And of course, LJ and Yoli. 
 
    Yes, he decided, God must love him an awful lot because He’d sent some really great people right into the middle of Nelson’s hell on earth. He smiled at the memory of LJ that first night. He’d had no idea what he was in for. Yet, he’d never backed down from fighting hell itself on Nelson’s behalf. Yoli too. Who knew how many prayers those two had said for him? Students In Action. 
 
    They definitely were. 
 
    That fight wasn’t just a concept to them. 
 
    It was real and very, very personal. 
 
    And they had both fought it valiantly on his behalf. 
 
    Maybe someday, when he got the rest of his life settled a little more, he would find someone to fight for just like they had. “Thanks for the lessons, Seattle,” he said as he left the city in his rear view. “Thanks for the lessons.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The myriad of beads stitched into the see-through back of Paige’s prom dress were being anything but cooperative. Ice blue with a simple chiffon skirt that hung in two simple layers all the way to the floor, the dress was elegant but pizzazz-worthy as well. But the thousand or so small, shiny beads adorning the front and back of the thing were not to be trifled with. 
 
    “Ugh,” she exhaled, fighting to get the top just right. It was not easy with her manicured nails that were also ice blue, save the ring finger on each hand which had been done in a meticulous fall of teeny-tiny silver jewels. Her hair half-up and half-down wasn’t helping anything. “Mom!” 
 
    In seconds her mother was at the door. She took one look at her daughter and rather than help, she simply melted. “Oh, baby girl.” Almost instantaneously, the tears sprang to her eyes. “Look at you.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah,” Paige said in annoyance, still fighting with the top. “Can we save the tears until it’s actually on me please?” 
 
    With a small laugh, her mother came over, righted the back of the thing, and when it was in place, zipped it up. Perfect. 
 
    Turning, Paige did a simple bend curtsey. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “Oh, my beautiful girl. When did you grow up on me?” 
 
    Paige laughed. “What? Did you miss the last 18 years?” 
 
    “Somehow, I think I did.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson had tired of the music on his phone eight hours into the trip on Friday. Worse, he hadn’t made it nearly as far as he had wanted to on Friday, and Saturday had pretty much flown by the window as well. By late afternoon on Saturday, he had given up completely and resorted to the radio. It was interesting how eclectic your taste in music could be as you travelled across the country in and out of frequencies. Country, pop, rap, rock. 
 
    They all had a different flavor, a different feel, though in essence every song was some combination of only 12 notes. Crazy how that was when you bothered to think about it. 
 
    He checked the clock. Five-thirty. In an hour, he’d stop for dinner somewhere.  
 
    Trees and concrete flowed by the window barely seen. It would be six-thirty their time. 
 
    Six-thirty on Saturday night. 
 
    Prom night. 
 
    That dragged a long breath into him. Man, did he remember that night. The nerves. The corsage. The tux. Showing up at Paige’s door about to come out of his skin he was so nervous. And late. He remembered being late. And her, in that amazing smoky charcoal dress she still wore in his dreams every once in a while. 
 
    The smile came over him without him even thinking about it as he remembered helping her pick the dress out that day they’d spent together at the mall. What an amazing day that had been, and wow, she was gorgeous in that dress… 
 
    And now, tonight, Greg was picking her up, putting the corsage on, and they were going out. Together. To the prom. 
 
    Out with Wes and Lauren. Out to dinner and then to the big dance with the over-the-top fancy decorations. And they would dance, and then… 
 
    Putting his hand on his mouth to try to push the thoughts out of his mind, Nelson ran it all the way to the back of his neck and rubbed there. He had to stop thinking about her like that, had to find a way to get his thoughts to stop trailing off in that direction without his permission. 
 
    She was Greg’s girl now, and he had promised himself and Wes and her to respect that. They were his friends, and friends didn’t want their best friend’s girl. That’s just all there was to it. 
 
    With that thought, Nelson reached down and changed the station to something that hopefully had no soft ballads or love songs. This was going to be a long enough night the way it was. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Paige practically shrieked when Greg stepped in, full tuxedo, ice blue bow tie and cummerbund, corsage of course in hand. But it wasn’t his attire or the flowers that got her attention. It was the revision of the hairstyle that grabbed her full attention and refused to let go. “Wow. You didn’t tell me you were going to do that.” 
 
    Greg laughed self-consciously and ducked as if he might seriously be rethinking the idea. “I didn’t really know I was going to. I went in this morning, and the girl at the place, Jill… I told her about the prom tonight, and before I knew it, this happened.” 
 
    As freaked as he seemed about it, the new style actually fit him quite nicely. It had lost most of the side curls and waves, which was sad, and the whole thing was a lot shorter. However, strangely, it made him look older especially coupled with the dark five o’clock shadow. Yes, he looked far less like a boy, far, far more like a man. She couldn’t say the look didn’t have its strong points. 
 
    “I like it,” Paige said definitively as she went over to him. When she put her arm around his waist and her other hand on his chest, she looked up and perused it closer. “It’s great actually.” 
 
    His dark eyes came down to hers then, and he smiled at her shyly. “Oh, man, that’s a relief. I was afraid you would hate it.” 
 
    “Nope. I love it,” she said, looking right at him, and her heart said she meant far more than just the hair. 
 
    “Pictures!” her mother said, coming into the room with the camera. 
 
    “Ugh. Mom!” 
 
    “No, now, I promised Sarah I would get plenty.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Greg said under his breath. “They’re double-teaming us now.”  
 
    “Go on, do the corsage.” Lifting the camera, her mom started taking pictures even as Greg put the wrist corsage on her and Paige fought with his boutonniere. This never got any easier. Finally, the thing was on, but her mother was not to be deterred. 
 
    “Okay, come on now. How about over here?” her mother said. “Paige, you stand here, honey, and Greg…” She got them into position and backed up to frame the shot. 
 
    Honestly Paige liked this pose with his hands on her waist, her back to him. Teasingly, she looked back at him. “You’re supposed to smile like you like me.” 
 
    He glanced down at her and grinned. “Definitely not a problem.” 
 
    And snap went the camera. 
 
      
 
    Her mother did not stop taking pictures until they were driving off in Greg’s car to meet Wes and Lauren at The Ranch House. 
 
    As they headed out of the driveway, Paige sighed. “Man, I’m glad that’s over.” 
 
    Glancing at her, Greg reached over and took her hand before kissing the back of it. “In case I forgot to tell you, you look amazing.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile at that. “Thanks.” Lifting her shoulders, she shook her head. “I can’t believe it’s already here. It’s so weird. It felt like it was going to be forever, and now it feels like it’s been like two seconds.” 
 
    He glanced over at her again. “Yeah, well, I thought this whole thing was over for me. Now, here I am, going back to Adams. Who would’ve seen that coming?” 
 
    Worry snaked into her without warning. “Is that weird for you? Going back to high school, I mean?” 
 
    Greg shrugged just a bit. “In theory, yes. But not if I get to go with the prettiest girl there.” He bounced his eyebrows at her. “Always wanted to see how that felt.” 
 
    Before she really thought about it, Paige scrunched her face. “What about when you went with Ansley that time? She was gorgeous.” 
 
    “Ansley? Ansley Sherrod? Oh, man, do you have to remind me of that?” 
 
    “What?” Paige asked in surprise. “She was gorgeous.” 
 
    “She was a witch is what she was.” 
 
    “Gregory Everett!” Paige hit his arm. “That is not nice.” 
 
    “Might not be nice, but it’s the truth. Man, I don’t know how many times I looked at my watch that night. Wow. Talk about a blast from the past. I had forgotten all about that.” 
 
    It took effort to laugh with him because she hadn’t forgotten even a single moment of that night. How loud the band was, dancing on the cobblestones, taking off her shoes, losing her shoes. She smiled at that thought. Nelson had ended up carrying her around the whole night. A soft sigh went through her as damp tears drifted onto her lashes. She barely managed to stop them before they could do any damage to her carefully applied makeup, and she blinked them back to make sure they stayed in the lockbox in her heart.  
 
    Somehow she had to stop thinking about Nelson when she was with Greg. Unfortunately when they got to the restaurant, it didn’t get much better in that department. Oh, there were whole minutes Nelson didn’t enter her thoughts, but then someone would say something to trigger a memory, and there he was again like he’d never even left. 
 
    “One time,” Greg said, holding his hand out to her as the band at The Ranch House got going. “Come on. We can’t diss our favorite band. They’d be crushed.” 
 
    Shyly Paige took his hand, liking how secure she always felt with his hand holding hers. It was helpful that he led because she felt every eye in the place follow them to the little dance floor. Once there, Greg took her in his arms gently before pulling back to look at her.  
 
    “Seriously,” he said, “you really do look amazing tonight.” 
 
    Paige smiled, hating herself for not keeping her mind on him. He deserved her full attention. After all, he was her boyfriend now, and the very last thing she wanted was to be like Ansley. “Thanks for going with me tonight.” 
 
    When he smiled, there was an almost dimple at the corner of his gorgeous smile. “Thanks for being my pick.” 
 
      
 
    Tired was starting to invade Nelson’s world in a major way. He yawned and looked at the clock, knowing he couldn’t stop just yet. Nine-twenty. Ten-twenty their time. They were surely at the dance by now. It was crazy how automatically his brain did that—recalculating the time and filling in all the details he was trying not to think about. 
 
    He wondered where prom was this year. They weren’t always at the lake. In fact, he thought that year was owing to someone in the junior class having parents that had access to the docks. He tried to think of where it had been the year before, and although he could recall the details of how the room looked, he didn’t remember exactly where it was. 
 
    It was so weird how you could remember one night in such detail and a thousand others just flew by unnoticed, kind of like the road was starting to do. 
 
    His cell phone rang, and he answered it on speaker phone, glad for the distraction. 
 
    “Hey-yo, bro! Where are you?” LJ asked, and Nelson sighed with relief. Someone he actually wanted to talk to. 
 
    “I don’t know. Colorado something or other,” he said. “I went through Denver like two hours ago.” 
 
    “Wow. I would’ve thought you’d be a lot farther than that by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too, but I think I drove too long last night. I barely got myself out of bed this morning. This driving by yourself thing is not fun.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” LJ said. “So you want some company? I’m just here hanging out at Dan and Elaine’s, trying not to get sucked into an X-Box game with Spencer.” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “Lucky you.” 
 
    “Truer words, my friend. Truer words. So how much farther you got anyway?” 
 
    “About eight or nine hours. Something like that.” 
 
    “You’re not going to push it through tonight, are you?” LJ asked in concern. 
 
    “I was, but I’m starting to get highway hypnosis here. I’m singing songs with the radio, I don’t ever even remember hearing before.” 
 
    “Wow. Yeah, dude, that ain’t good.” 
 
    “I thought I’d stop for something to drink in the last town, but I think it had more ghosts than people.” 
 
    “Ha ha. That’s funny.” 
 
    “Ain’t funny if it’s true.” Nelson’s thoughts went back to the clock and recalculated everything again before he’d even thought about it. “And it’s not helping anything that tonight’s the prom back home.” 
 
    “Uh, the prom?” LJ asked in slight confusion. “Aren’t you a little old for the prom?” But then he stopped. “Oh. Ohhhh… Nels…” 
 
    “No. I know, dude. I totally know. She’s with Greg. It’s a done-deal. It’s just…” 
 
    LJ sighed. “I’m afraid you’ve got more than highway hypnosis, my friend. You’ve got ex-girlfriend psychosis.” 
 
    Nelson wanted to disagree, but really he couldn’t.  
 
    “You sure you’re going to be able to do this?” LJ asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s a little late to back out now,” Nelson said, but even he was starting to wonder. 
 
      
 
    “I have to say, I am lovin’ Greg’s new look,” Lauren said when they found themselves sans the guys at the punch table sometime before eleven. Next to the punch table, the giant storybook complete with the huge calligraphy lettering that read, A Fairy Tale to Remember, stood. It really was like being in it when you stood this close to the thing. “Did you know he was going to do that?” 
 
    “Nope. It was a surprise to me.” Paige took a small drink of one of the sodas they had lined up. The punch was, thankfully, long gone. “I think it was a surprise to him too.” 
 
    In her dark, dark midnight blue satin sheath dress that had a scoop neck with rhinestone-studded ribbon going down the side edges under the arms and doing a crisscross in the back, Lauren looked positively daring especially next to Wes’s all black, James Bond outfit. “Well, he’s rockin’ it, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Yes he is,” Paige said as she caught sight of the guys talking with one of their old classmates across the way. She couldn’t put a name to the face though, and after only a few seconds of trying, she gave up. 
 
    “So,” Lauren asked, ducking behind her cup, “how’re things going with you two anyway?” 
 
    In concerned confusion, Paige dragged her gaze away from them and landed it on Lauren. “Fine?” she more asked than said. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Lauren shrugged. “Wes’s just a little worried about all of this, that’s all.” 
 
    “All of this?” Paige asked in confusion. “The prom?” 
 
    “No, not the prom, dummy. You know, Nelson.” Lauren took another sip. “I think he’s supposed to be home tomorrow if he doesn’t get here tonight.” 
 
    Nelson. Great. Just the person Paige was trying to forget. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s tomorrow.” Trying to stop that horrible line of thought, she took a drink. “That’s what he said anyway.” 
 
    That stopped Lauren, and Paige wished she had thought to edit that before she said it. “Wait,” Lauren said with wide eyes. “You’ve talked to him? You talked to Nelson?” 
 
    Paige shrugged as if the memories of their two conversations weren’t stabbing into her heart mercilessly. “Just a couple of times. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    Lauren’s mouth dropped all the way open. “You’ve…” She barely corralled her voice. “You’ve talked to him a couple of times, and you just what… happened to not think to mention that to me?” 
 
    Again, Paige shrugged even as she caught sight of the guys coming back. “It was not a big deal.” 
 
    “Not a…” 
 
    “Shh.” Paige ducked closer to her friend. She jerked her gaze toward the approaching guys, and somehow, thankfully, Lauren stopped talking. Though she did look like dynamite had just exploded in her general vicinity. 
 
    “Well, look at what we have here,” Wes said, taking Lauren into his arms and hugging her to him happily. “The prettiest two seniors on the planet.” 
 
    Greg put his arm around Paige who snuggled into his embrace. She was with Greg now, and it was a good-sure bet that her best friend and her best friend’s boyfriend would now be scrutinizing her every move on that count. 
 
    “Dance with me,” Paige said, taking Greg’s hand and swirling under his arm like Cinderella at the ball. 
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to ask me twice.” 
 
      
 
    Paige did her level best to be the perfect prom date the rest of the evening. She danced, she laughed, and she made sure to stay in very close proximity to Greg—as close as she could get without doing a Taylor-as-anaconda impression. Yes, they were the perfect couple, and she was determined not to let anyone think any differently.  
 
    In fact, by the end of the evening when they made it to her front door, even she was starting to be convinced. 
 
    “That was fun,” Greg said, his arms around her as she huddled in next to him. Without effort, he bent and kissed her head. 
 
    Gently she rubbed her hand up and down his back. “It was. I really had a great time.” Pulling back, she looked up at him, and all she could think was that Lauren was right, he was rockin’ this new look. 
 
    Best of all, he hadn’t lost the sleepy-eyed, soft look that just melted right through a girl’s heart. He smiled at her tenderly. “Hands down, you are the best prom date I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said softly, and she rubbed her hand down his back again just as he bent and brushed her lips with his. When the gentle kiss ended, she looked up at him. “I’m not sure how big of a compliment that is next to Ansley the Witch, but I’ll take it.” 
 
    Greg grinned at her and nodded. “No contest. Believe me, absolutely no contest.” 
 
      
 
    Although it would have been nice to stay in bed another five or six days, Nelson dragged himself up the next morning. In the hotel bathroom, he flipped on the light and fought to not let the thing give him an instant headache. Peeling his eyes open, he looked at himself in the mirror even less sure about this than he had been the night before. “Well, ready or not, here we go.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The directions to Janet’s new house weren’t hard to follow, but seeing it for the first time was a bit of a shock. It was in one of the older neighborhoods in town, and up-and-coming it was not. In fact, it was mostly pink siding that looked like it was from the 70’s if he was being really generous. Somehow this was not at all what he had expected. 
 
    Trying not to be judgmental, Nelson dragged himself out of the car and stretched. Every muscle in him screamed in torment. It was going to take a month to get back to normal. He pushed all of that out of his head and went to knock on her door. In seconds she appeared, and the happiness and genuine joy on her face surprised him as much as the house did. 
 
    “Nelson!” she said as she threw out her arms and gave him a hug. “I was just about to call and see how the trip was going. Come on. Come on in.” 
 
    The inside of the house was even less fancy than the outside. 
 
    “Sorry about the dishes,” she said as they went through the little kitchen. “I’ve been trying to get your room finished up.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said, following her as if he was less-than-certain about all of this. 
 
    “Your room is this way. I know you’ve got your stuff. Your dad said you can figure out what you want here and whatever doesn’t fit or work can go in storage until you get moved in the fall.” In a small room off the living area, she went in and busily righted the comforter and a picture. “It’s not much, but it’s all yours for as long as you need…” 
 
    Something about that touched Nelson, and when she turned, looking like he might start yelling at her, he let everything other than the gratefulness go. Stepping over to her, he put out his arm and she stepped into his embrace. Funny, how much smaller she seemed now. “Thanks, Janet. I really owe you one for this.” 
 
    “No. No, you don’t owe me anything.” She rubbed her hand on his back. “I’m just glad you’re home.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Why had she told him it was okay with her for him to come back? What was she, nuts? 
 
    Worse, Paige couldn’t decide if she should tell Lauren or not. What would be worse? Not telling her and letting her find out at Orchestra Night, or telling her and having to explain for the next 24 hours what she was thinking? 
 
    Paige couldn’t tell, and there was no one to ask for advice.  
 
    So she spent all of Monday on pins and needles, half-looking for him to show up in her life and desperately trying not to. She wondered if he’d made it in, but she couldn’t decide if texting him was a good idea or not. Calling him was definitely out, but where the blurry line lay beyond that was anybody’s guess. 
 
    She’d been so wrapped up in all things Nelson that on Tuesday morning when Lauren practically bit her head off when she said good morning, it took Paige totally off-guard. She barely caught her nerves from losing it altogether. 
 
    “Geez, who put pickle juice in your Cheerios this morning?” Paige asked and not happily. 
 
    Lauren slammed her books this way and that in her locker. “Don’t start with me.” 
 
    “Who started anything? I was just standing here like I do every, single morning.” Paige began to be genuinely concerned about her friend’s sour mood. “What’s up with you?” 
 
    “Like you don’t know.” 
 
    That jerked Paige backward. “Like I don’t know… what?” 
 
    Lauren looked like she’d eaten a rotten banana peel. “What? So you’re really going to stand there and tell me you didn’t know that Nelson is coming tonight?” 
 
    Paige swallowed as all words left her along with the beating of her heart. “He… he is? Are you sure?” 
 
    That took only the hardest part of the edge off of her best friend’s mood. “That’s what Wes said. He said he talked to him yesterday. Apparently Nelson ‘stopped by the garage to say hi.’” Why she put the finger quotes around the words not to mention why she sounded positively livid, Paige wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t about to ask either. Lauren slammed her locker so hard, it made Paige jump. “I just wish he’d have done all of us a favor and stayed in Seattle where he belonged.” 
 
    Oh, good, Paige thought as they headed to orchestra for what would probably be the last time. Lauren’s going to rip Nelson’s heart out before I even get to see him. This outta be great. 
 
      
 
    Nelson had told Wes during his ill-advised visit to the garage that he was going to Orchestra Night. He’d also told Paige he would. So not going was probably not an option. However, as he got ready on Tuesday evening, dressing in black slacks, a smoke-blue button-down shirt he had to iron for an hour to get the thing just right, and a dark-solid tie, he seriously considered his other options. There weren’t many—though sickness and feigning a nuclear explosion did cross his mind. 
 
    It was a good-sure bet that Greg would be there. That was problem number one. He hadn’t even seen his friend since their almost-fight at Christmas, and going another round or ten with him did not sound pleasant. Worse still, Paige was going to be there, of course, and of course, she was going to be gorgeous. That was a given. The girls always wore their long black gowns to complement the guys in their orchestra tuxes. He remembered without giving himself permission to how she had looked on Orchestra Night his senior year. Just the thought threatened to stop his heart mid-beat. Hair, half-up, half-down, the dress hugging every beautiful curve of her. Soft, sweet, amazing. And she’d only gotten more gorgeous since then. Christmas was enough to settle that question. 
 
    Letting out a breath as he worked to tie the tie in the mirror, Nelson shook his head at the folly of saying he would do this. “Oh, Lord, please, please be with me tonight. Help me not make a fool of myself.” 
 
      
 
    The butterflies weren’t just in Paige’s stomach by the time she headed to the side of the orchestra room to get her violin ready. They were flitting around in her head and heart as well. First chair violin, top orchestra. It was a big enough deal to have set them flying as it was, but tonight, that honor was the least of her worries. Instead, she had to constantly work to breathe down all the questions. Would he really come? Was he here already? Would he sit with the guys? What would she say to him? What should she say to him? Should she even try to talk to him? What if he talked to her? Would he even stick around to say hi to everyone afterward? Would Greg flip out if he did? 
 
    That last one wasn’t doing her any favors at all even as she quietly ran through her strings to check them. The violin her parents had given her for Christmas the year before rang out, soft and true. What she wouldn’t give to be able to play it for him, with him. Then again, she knew she would never have that chance. 
 
    “Welp, this is it,” Lauren said, appearing at her elbow so suddenly Paige nearly had a heart attack. 
 
    Glancing at her friend, she stuffed everything else down. It was time to be sensible and sane. She needed to be a good friend tonight. A solid friend. And something told her she had been anything but for far too long. She turned and appraised her friend as the violin dropped to her side. “Wow. Look at you. Love the hair.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Lauren said, a happy light going on behind her eyes. “I wasn’t sure it would work. Took me an hour.” 
 
    “Well, it was definitely worth it. We’re going to have to pick Wes’s eyes up off the ground when he sees you like that.” 
 
    Lauren’s mega-watt smile jumped to the surface, and Paige knew it really had been far too long. 
 
    “Places, everyone,” Mr. Keimig said. 
 
    Paige looked at Lauren and grinned. “Let’s go knock ‘em dead.” 
 
      
 
    So many people. It was like they were everywhere. Had there always been this many at these things? Nelson didn’t really remember that. Probably because he was on stage and not in the audience. Thankfully he was taller than most now, so scanning the crowd for a familiar face wasn’t all that challenging. The challenge came when he spotted two of them standing together. “Well, here we go.” 
 
    Carefully and with a million excuse me’s, he made his way across the packed room to the two guys who had been his lifelines for him all throughout high school. Yes, he had taken them for granted, but he dearly hoped this would be the start of something good for all of them.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” he said, rubbing his hands together when he got to them.  
 
    The two of them turned almost as one, and before he could shield his heart, Nelson saw the roses they each held. Roses. An Adams High tradition on Orchestra Night. The guys always brought their girlfriends roses, and the one in Greg’s hand nearly ripped Nelson’s lungs from his chest even as he forced himself to be cool about all of it. 
 
    “Hey,” Wes said. “You made it.” 
 
    “I did.” Nelson nodded and put his gaze on the ground for a second before dragging it up the other direction to Greg. “I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    The look on Greg’s face said he wasn’t thrilled, but after five long seconds, he finally tipped his head and shrugged. “It’s cool.” 
 
    Cool. Okay. Good. Well, at least Greg wasn’t going to try to punch him this time. 
 
    “We’d better find our seats,” Wes said, the strain sounding in his voice even as he clearly tried not to let it. “I don’t want to be all the way in the back.” 
 
    Greg shrugged. “We’re following you.” 
 
      
 
    As Paige took her seat on the stage, she had to force her hands to stop shaking and her lungs to accept oxygen. It wasn’t easy. The adrenaline rush felt like a freight train. Thankfully they had done a final tune-up in the practice room because at this rate, Paige’s concert C would’ve sounded like a vibrato. Calm down, Paige. You’ve got to calm down.  
 
    She closed her eyes to force herself to settle even as the person on the other side of the curtain introduced them. This was it, the last concert of her high school career. This was what she had worked so hard for. Now was not the time to tank it. Breathe, Paige. Just breathe. As the curtains parted, she pulled her back up perfectly straight and lifted her chin. Show time. 
 
      
 
    It took Nelson not even one-half sweep of the stage to spot her right on the edge. His heart yanked a smile to his face. First chair. Why was he not surprised?  
 
    In the next heartbeat he realized with a hard twist of his gut that this was going to be all but impossible not to let them know he still had feelings for her. Feelings? What a pitiful, sad, sorry word for how this felt. Her hair flowed in soft waves down her shoulder. It was longer than he remembered, but it perfectly framed her beautiful face. 
 
    Just watching her as she lifted the violin to her shoulder, her eyes glued to the director, Nelson was drawn into her world. She was at once sweet and mesmerizingly confident as she swayed into the downbeat of Keimig’s baton that brought the entire place to life. For one intoxicating second, Nelson wondered if this wasn’t some fantastic dream he’d somehow wandered into the middle of. If it was, he never wanted to wake up.  
 
    Deeper and deeper still he went as reality drifted away from him, receding into a time and space he hardly cared to even remember. Instead, watching her had him remembering with no trouble the feel of holding her in his embrace, the softness of her lips on his, the rightness of what it felt like to simply be around her. How easy life was there, how right, how real.  
 
    Next to him, he felt Greg’s glance, and just like that, the smile fell from Nelson’s face as he willed the zinging, almost-uncontainable exhilaration to calm down inside him.  
 
    This wasn’t back then. Things had changed. He was her friend now. Only her friend. Nothing more. 
 
    However, as she lifted her violin once again and sent her fingers flying over the strings, the bow gliding as if it was dancing through the music, Nelson knew in his heart being just friends with her was going to be the end of him. Because just like that, despite his best intentions, with no real thought to it, he was transported right back to her basement, sitting with her at her piano. Playing together. Singing together. Feeling her love for him in every fiber of his being. Every smile. Every touch. Every kiss… 
 
    Oh, the memories. They were right there for the taking every time he so much as looked at her. Nelson shook his head at them, trying to break himself free of their tenacious grasp. He had thought he had forgotten, that they had all faded and disappeared, but they hadn’t. Instead, they sprang to life inside him like they’d simply been waiting for this very moment to be unleashed. Freed to dance as they never had before. A million butterflies fluttering in a field could not have brought the joy getting to see her like this did. Pulling in a breath, he let it out slowly as he fought with himself to remember other things. Things like she had moved on. She was Greg’s girl now. Greg’s girl…. Greg’s girl…. 
 
    Nelson closed his eyes, hopelessly fighting to get that memory to cover all the others, but even the sound transported him, whisking him away so that he never wanted to rejoin reality again. Paige. Now he knew without a doubt, life was only life if he could live it with her. 
 
      
 
    The lights on stage were deathly hot, and thoughts other than the music and Mr. Keimig kept gnawing on her willpower to be let in. Like if Nelson was here, in the audience watching her now. Had he come? If so, where was he? Would he be here after the concert? Would she get to talk to him? Probably not. Not like she wanted to. Not with everyone around. 
 
    Every time those thoughts zipped and jammed across the conflicted plain of her mind, she lost all trace of reality for entire seconds at a time. It didn’t help that the hot lights and the fitted bodice of her dress were making it impossible to breathe. In the midst of it all, Paige had no choice but to blank her mind completely and hope to heaven she could get through this without passing out. 
 
      
 
    When the last fermata of her senior year finally sounded, Paige had to admit, it was sad to see it end. All those hours. All those days. All that work. And with one final note, it was over. Done. Finished. 
 
    The audience erupted in applause, and on shaky, wobbly legs, she stood with the others and bowed without seeing anything as the curtain closed.  
 
    Letting out the breath she’d been holding unleashed the thoughts that hit her like leaves in a hurricane. Prom was over. Now Orchestra Night was too. All that stood between her and the rest of her life was a few finals and graduation in ten short days. How had she gotten here so fast?  
 
    Careful not to trip on the hem of her long gown, she gathered her things and followed the others out. Step for shaky step, she put her gaze down as soft tears found her heart and eyes. It was crazy to cry, crazy to not be thrilled that was over. Still, it was over, and that was harder than she had realized it would be.  
 
    Worse, during the concert she had purposely kept herself from looking out into the audience, but now that it was over, she wondered what happened next even as she fought to make it look like this was all no big deal. However, she couldn’t keep herself from wondering, was he out there right now with the guys? Just the thought hitched her heart and refused to let go. Had he even bothered to come? Maybe he hadn’t. Then again…  
 
    If he was here… 
 
    The thought of seeing him again about pulled her into the swift undercurrent she had been fighting ever since he’d said he was coming back. What would seeing him again be like? Memories of Christmas threatened to take her down with them. How was she ever going to get through this?  
 
    Carefully, she put her violin in its case and realized only then that she could just take it home and leave it there now. She didn’t need it anymore. No, there would be no more mini-conferences with Lauren at the side of the orchestra room in the mornings before and after practice, no hushed excitement or worry over something beforehand. The melancholy from those thoughts dragged her spirit down and held it there. Paige shook her head sadly and brushed at her eyes as all the despondency she had been steadfastly avoiding swept over her just as Lauren showed up for the very last time to collect her from the corner. 
 
    “You ready?” Lauren asked, and there was a hint of concern around the edges of the simple question. 
 
    “Yeah.” Paige stood, bringing her case up with her. She smiled instead of sniffing. “Ready.” 
 
      
 
    Being invisible seemed the better option, so Nelson made sure to stand just outside the little group. For now, it was working. But being a spectator had its disadvantages as well. First of all, his friends seemed far more nervous than he remembered them. They both kept glancing over to the side door where the girls would eventually appear. That was making Nelson’s nerves fray and frazzle even more than they already were. 
 
    Worse, after the concert, none other than Paige’s parents had stepped up to their little group followed by who he eventually surmised were Lauren’s parents. Paige’s mom said hi to him, and her dad shook his hand. That gave awkward a whole new meaning. After that though, they all seemed content to talk with the others as he faded back a pace-and-a-half more. If he could just get through this in one piece, he would be eternally grateful. Disappearing would’ve been nice, but he couldn’t get himself to think clearly enough to figure out how to make that happen. 
 
    At that moment he chanced a glance over, and his heart jerked hard at the sight of Paige and Lauren coming out of the side stage door. With no warning at all, his entire world went completely silent as he watched them searching the crowd. He ducked, swallowed, and shook his head to get it to work again. He knew instinctively there were people watching him, analyzing his reaction to seeing her, and he couldn’t afford for it to be anything but happy to see an old friend. Be cool, Nels. Just be cool.  
 
    However, his whole being sensed her movement toward them, and when his gaze traced up and over again, he watched as the two of them came through the crowd, talking to each other and laughing. He very nearly passed out from the severe lack of oxygen her approaching presence caused in him, and he put his head down again and glanced at the exit. I can’t do this. Oh, man. What am I doing here?  
 
    And then she was all-but right there, literally, only a couple of arm-lengths away from him, smiling and downright heart-stopping. He yanked his gaze down and away from her lest everyone know what seeing her was doing to him. This was going to be torture. 
 
    Disappearing wasn’t an option and neither was standing there looking at the floor, so Nelson willed himself to keep it together as he anchored his arms in front of himself and did his best to keep his face still so as not to give away the dangerous ricocheting of his heart as he looked up again. Stay cool, Nels. Just stay cool. Everybody’s watching. If you don’t stay cool, everybody’s going to know. 
 
    “There they are!” her father said with joy in his voice as his daughter joined the group, and just like that Paige was hugging everyone there, starting with her parents.  
 
    They each congratulated her on an amazing performance, positively beaming with pride. In fact, the happy gathering seemed to veritably converge on the two girls, and they made the rounds, giving and receiving hugs from everyone. Nelson backed up even further and ran his thumb over his eyebrow, willing himself to be invisible. Suddenly he knew with a hard jerk to his heart how terribly awkward his being there was going to be for her, for all of them. He shouldn’t have come. 
 
    It would’ve been nice to leave, and he even glanced back at the door. But he couldn’t do that now. He couldn’t just leave. Not now. Not anymore. No, he had to see this through no matter how bad it got. Be cool, Nelson. Just be cool. Just get through this. 
 
    By the time the merry-go-round of hugs subsided, Paige ended up across the group from where Nelson stood, huddled securely under Greg’s arm. Nelson’s gaze slipped over to them as Greg gave Paige the rose. When she looked up at him and he pulled her to him and kissed her forehead, the radiant happiness on her face ripped shreds into Nelson’s everything’s cool facade. One look told him everything. She was happy now, and no matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t deny how right the two of them looked together. It was like they were made to go together just like that, her in his best friend’s embrace.  
 
    Feeling stupid about all of it, he wondered why he had thought she might see him and forget all about Greg. What an idiot he had been to even entertain that lie.  
 
    Jerking his gaze down, Nelson fought not to feel the stab watching the two of them did to his heart. Coupled with the fact that she didn’t even seem to notice he was standing right there, he nodded the understanding down and glanced at the door once again. He could leave now. It wasn’t like anyone would even miss him.  
 
    His heart pinged and zinged with the awful thoughts, and he suddenly didn’t know where to look or what to do with himself. It was like he was completely and totally invisible as if the Ghost of Christmas Present had seen fit to show him what this would have been like without him. As that fully disheartening thought settled atop his spirit, he put his hand in the pocket of his slacks and tried not to be too conspicuous about feeling like he didn’t matter to them at all. Then again, what did he think? He would come back and they would be happy he was there? That they would even care? How stupid was that?  
 
    At that moment, Seattle would’ve felt closer to them, to her. In fact, not a single one of them seemed to even be paying him any attention at all. He looked again at the door before dropping his gaze. Yes, this was pointless. They don’t want me here. I shouldn’t have even come.  
 
    “Oh. Hey, Nels,” Lauren said from her position under Wes’s arm. 
 
    Nelson’s gaze yanked up to her in shocked surprise, and with no warning at all, he found the whole lot of them looking right at him as if the Red Sea between him and Paige had miraculously parted. Panic twined over him, and suddenly he couldn’t breathe. “Oh, hey.” Sweat beaded across his entire body as he folded his arms, so self-conscious he could hardly think straight. “Yeah. Hey. That was… a great… great concert. You guys sound… amazing.” He tried to smile at her, but caught in the clutches of the awkwardness wobbling between them, it hardly made it that far. His gaze fell to his feet, and it was only with great effort that he got it to come back up again. 
 
    Lauren smiled at him as if at gunpoint. “Well, thanks for coming.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. Sure. It was…” His gaze betrayed him then and cut over, landing right on Paige. Just like that he forgot what he was saying. “…great. It was great.” 
 
      
 
    Somehow, with Greg’s arm around her, his rose in her hand, Paige had thought herself prepared for that look, that ephemeral moment of Nelson’s soft, vulnerable gaze once again touching hers. That look, so sad, so apologetic, so lost, knifed into the softest place in her and stuck there, never to be forgotten.  
 
    The second it brushed across hers, she lost all track of herself and reality. For one fleeting breath, she tried to smile at him but barely kept herself from bursting into tears. Then, just like that, she was falling again with no real way to catch herself. With nowhere else to go with it all and with everyone standing there watching, she yanked her eyes off of him and dropped them to the floor. Oh, no. What am I doing? I can’t do this. What was I thinking? She fought to breathe, to think, to regain control, but it was spiraling away from her like an aerial firework show gone mad.  
 
    One look. How was it possible for one look to completely undo every lie she’d ever told herself about him? Get it together, Paige. Get it together. Everyone’s watching. Don’t make this awkward for them.  
 
    But she just couldn’t get past it, couldn’t get past what those eyes did to her. How? How could he do that to her with one look? How? It was like the tether on her sanity had been snapped in two. Worse still, everyone else had surely noticed, seen, surmised. Her body went hot with the thoughts as if she was still under those stage lights. Did they all know now? Were they all looking at her? Could they see the lies she could feel unraveling at her feet?  
 
    Somehow she realized the others were talking again, about the concert, about the evening, about how fast the end of school was coming. She couldn’t follow their conversation, couldn’t get herself to rejoin it without her treacherous heart wanting to look not at them but across the group for one more drink of his captivating, passion-inspiring eyes. Oh, man. This was bad. She was losing it. 
 
    Gaze down, she fought to regroup, to get the crazy thoughts to stop so she could breathe and get herself to look back up… at Greg. Greg. Yes. Greg. Her boyfriend. He was safe. He was right there, holding her. Nothing had changed between them. She could trust herself with him.  
 
    When she finally managed to look at him, the tectonic amounts of concern and worry in his gaze that was trained on her threatened to undermine what was left of her ragged, threadbare willpower. Brushing at her bangs, she smiled at Greg, grasping onto his strength and steadiness before allowing her gaze enough rein to trace over all of them though she thankfully managed to wholly avoid the danger zone of Nelson’s gaze altogether. “Yeah. Thanks for coming, everyone. We really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Lauren’s mom said. “We wouldn’t have missed it.” 
 
    An awkward pause drifted across the gathering for a long second. All Paige could think to do to thwart it was to drag her gaze to Greg’s and hold it there. Greg Everett. He was handsome and solid and safe. If she just stayed here, with him… She felt bad about the worry she found in his eyes when he looked down at her, and she smiled at him to try to quell it. His soft smile for her only found his eyes, but it was still laced with worry and quaking, unsteady hope. 
 
    “Well, you kids have fun tonight,” Paige’s mom finally said. “Be home before eleven-thirty,” she said right to Paige. 
 
    Paige blinked, having not really heard the instructions at all. “Oh. Okay. Yeah. Of course. I will.”  
 
    And then, without warning she was hugging her mom and dad, and their group busted up. 
 
    “So,” Wes said when the parents had headed for the exits and it was just the five of them, “are you guys planning to go to the after-party, or are we doing ice cream?” 
 
    Anchoring her arms definitively around Greg who had his arm wrapped all the way around her, Paige looked over to Lauren. However, she couldn’t really read all the words written in her best friend’s eyes, but most of them she really didn’t want to see. Worry. Concern. Confusion. What to do? How to do it? The conversation passed between them, frantic and unsteady as Lauren jerked her eyes in the direction Paige was not going to go if her life depended on it. 
 
    “Uh, ice cream?” Lauren finally said like a question. She tipped her head at Paige and widened her eyes as if she was trying to ask without asking what the disparate signals her friend was only intermittently sending meant. “Uh… yeah. We… could… if you guys… want to?” 
 
    For Paige, her heart was not cooperating with this whole staying-cool-about-life thing. With only five in the group and Nelson now standing right in front of her, it was really hard to pretend he didn’t exist. Especially when every part of her knew one more look at him would spell the end of the charade. 
 
    “Ice cream sounds good to us,” Greg said before looking down at her. “Right, Paige?” 
 
    She didn’t answer as she looked up at him. She couldn’t. She had lost all track of words. 
 
    “Well, okay then,” Wes said, filling in the gap that threatened to swallow them all whole. “Ice cream it is. Uh, are you guys just going to meet us over there or what?” 
 
    Ice cream? Meet them over there. Oh no. Now what? If she couldn’t even stand here and carry on a logical conversation with him right there, how was she ever going to get through an entire evening of ice cream and conversation without spontaneously combusting? This was a nightmare. 
 
    “Yeah,” Greg said, looking at Wes and then back down at Paige who felt like she was having some sort of weird out-of-body experience because nothing upon nothing was making any sense. “Yeah, we’ll just meet you guys over there. That sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    This was a disaster. A pure, unmitigated disaster. It didn’t take an astrophysicist to grasp that. Quantum physics and energy that behaves differently based on the presence of the one observing it had never meant more in Nelson’s life than it did at that moment. In fact, this was the best experiment in knowing that was true than any he had ever been a part of. 
 
    Just by being there, even simply standing there not saying anything, he was making all of them, especially Paige, uncomfortable. With that knowledge anchoring him to reality, he knew what he had to do, for himself, for her, for all of them. “Yeah, uhm, you know, guys, I think… I think I’m just going to go on back to Janet’s if you guys don’t mind.” His heart jerked when even Paige looked over at him, but he didn’t return the look. He knew now. He knew it was him that was making this night awkward, and if he stuck around, he was going to completely ruin it for her. He couldn’t do that and live with himself. “But, you know, you guys… yeah, you guys enjoy the ice cream.”  
 
    “You…” Lauren blurted out, looking between them, shell-shocked. “You don’t want to come?” 
 
    “Nah. Not tonight. But thanks anyway.” His gaze betrayed him once and slipped over to her. That’s all it took to know he needed to leave. Even with her head down, he felt her unease. Yes, it was better if he begged off now and took himself out of the equation. “But I’m sure it’ll be great. You guys have fun. Really.” 
 
    Three of them looked at him, and the one that still wouldn’t tore his heart out even further. He shook his head and lifted his chin. It was over. She’d made that perfectly clear. She couldn’t even look at him anymore, and though he didn’t blame her for that, it still hurt like fire. 
 
    “You sure?” Wes asked as if he didn’t see how awkward this all was. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said, getting more and more solid in the decision as he scrambled for something that sounded plausible even as his heart threatened to crack in two. “I’m… I’m still trying to get my room set up and everything.” He glanced at Paige again not because he wanted to but because he couldn’t help himself. Even when she looked up, she didn’t look at him but rather at someone passing by who she smiled at and waved to. He dropped his gaze. “Uh, yeah. I just got all my stuff out of storage today, and I really need to get it gone through. But, hey, it was fun.” Halfway waving, he backed up a step. “Great concert. Both of you. Really, really great.” He very nearly got run over by three people going the other way, and he only barely managed to step sideways to keep from getting run over. “Oh, sorry. ‘scuse me.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t…?” Wes started but stopped when Nelson really didn’t. 
 
    “You guys take care. I’ll catch you later.” And with that, he turned and fled into the dispersing crowd as fast as he could without looking like a total idiot. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Greg said when Nelson was walking away and Paige’s heart went splat. Watching him go like he couldn’t get away from them fast enough hurt in ways she couldn’t put into words. She didn’t want him to go, not like this, not like that, but how was she supposed to say that to him and not let them know? 
 
    Greg looked down at her and smiled softly, happily. “Looks like it’s just us then.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, but he didn’t sound nearly so happy about that. “I guess so.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, his room at Janet’s was just an excuse. Yes, he still had boxes he hadn’t gone through since Christmas, but Nelson didn’t care about those. Honestly, he was starting not to care about anything.  
 
    In the safety of the darkness in his car, he put his hands on the wheel but didn’t start the thing for several long minutes. Instead, he just say there, trying to get himself back together. Somehow, he had thought if he got away from them, from her, he would be able to breathe again. But he was wrong about that. So, so very wrong. Breathing hurt. Trying not to cry hurt. Thinking hurt. And fighting not to feel hurt worse than all of it combined. It was all giving him a vicious, claw-your-brains-out headache. What had he done? Had he really chosen this misery over being alone? Alone was no comparison to this pain. None. 
 
    Finally after several long minutes, he managed to get himself moving again. Drained of life and all pretenses of hope, he started the car and willed himself to keep it together until he got home. Adams High. Somehow he hadn’t realized his homecoming would turn out to be one of the worst memories of his entire life. Well, now it was. 
 
      
 
    Paige was grateful because Greg never let go of her. His strong arm stayed around her as they made their way to the exits with Wes and Lauren. That was good because the way she felt, she might end up in China before she finally found reality again. When they got in his car, her violin in the back, he didn’t start it right away. Instead, after a moment, he looked over at her, and the overwhelming worry was back in his eyes. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Swallowing as much of the craziness down as she could, Paige took a long breath and smiled over at him before reaching over and taking his hand. “I am now.” 
 
      
 
    At Janet’s, alone once again, Nelson dug through his things from Northwestern, tossing them here, there, and everywhere until he found The Phantom DVD. He needed to watch it again, to remember all the things it had taught him, to somehow try to hold onto those lessons lest he disintegrate into the pointlessness of all of it.  
 
    In the living room, it didn’t take much to get the player going, and he sat down on the couch, collapsing there in a heap of stupid, disappointed hopes and dreams. The movie started, and Nelson shifted further down into the couch, thinking about everything as he loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. Northwestern, the decision to come home, and most of all, how perfectly, heart-stoppingly right she looked when she was in Greg’s arms, holding that rose and looking up at him. Love personified. He’d known, of course, that this was going to be hard, but hard would’ve felt like paradise compared to how bad-awful this was. 
 
    Raoul was singing on the rooftop about how perfect he was for Christine, about how he was her summertime and he would save her from her loneliness and the darkness when Janet came in through the door, took one look around the darkened living room flickering with the soft dim television light, and came right over to the chair. 
 
    “Wow, ‘Phantom of the Opera,’” she said as she leaned on the back of the chair, appraising the screen. “It’s been years since I’ve seen this.” 
 
    Nelson said nothing in reply, just kept watching, slouched there in the pathetic misery of his insufferable life. He hated Raoul more than he ever had before. Raoul made Ghandi look disappointing. Perfect. Perfect. Perfect. Handsome, suave, debonair. A knight come to save the fair maiden and vanquish all evil that would try to hold her captive. Nelson had never hated perfection more. 
 
    “So, how was the concert?” Janet finally asked, her gaze tracing through the darkness before landing on him. “Did you go?” She sounded worried about that, as if finding him like this was unsettling her belief in his ability to cope. Not that he blamed her. It wasn’t doing much for his own stability either. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson mumbled, and he let the dourness of his tone tell her just how badly that had gone. On the movie, Christine left with Raoul, her hand in his as they escaped from the snow-covered rooftop into the charming, enchanting, enthralling promises he’d made her. What a load of garbage. 
 
    Angry at all of it, Nelson snapped the thing off, plunging the room into near pitch black darkness. He couldn’t watch anymore. He was done thinking he could ever hope to compete with Raoul. He couldn’t. What was the point of even wishing he could? 
 
    For a long second nothing in the room moved, and then Janet reached over and clicked on the little lamp next to the chair. Carefully she came around, sat down, and looked at him, calmly but with worry. “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    Talk about it? Nelson laughed without reply. What good would that do?  
 
    In frustration with himself as much as anything, Nelson closed his eyes and let the anger take him all the way down into its depths. “I just wish I was Raoul.” 
 
    “Raoul…?” She glanced at the television in confusion. “From The Phantom Raoul?” 
 
    Nelson nodded even as the anger at himself swelled in his chest, threatening to suffocate him. Even immersed in the insanity, he knew he had to at least try to explain the unexplainable though how he ever would was beyond him.  
 
    “He’s the hero, you know? The good guy. Prince Charming and all of that.” The words were soft, filled with raw, sad acceptance. In them, there was no trace of the anger because he, of all people, knew that was pointless. “He knows what he wants, what she needs. He’s perfect for her. He loves Christine the way she needs to be loved, and he fights for her, to be with her, to protect her. Against everything. He doesn’t let her down. He’s light, never darkness. Summertime, never snow.” Nelson thwacked his head back on the cushions. “He’s perfect, and she knows it. She’s safe with him. He’s never going to hurt her, never going to do anything stupid to ruin her life. He’s who she deserves.” 
 
    Slowly, understanding began to slide down Janet’s face. “You saw Paige.” 
 
    His nod had anger in it. “I did.” Flipping the remote to the edge of the couch, he let his gaze stay on it as hatred for his stupid choices slashed through him. “She’s with Greg now.” 
 
    Janet deflated at that. “Oh, Nelson. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged, tired of fighting it. “Yeah, well, it’s not your fault. I was the idiot who left.” Pointless, ridiculous tears sprang up from his heart, stinging everything in their wake. Reaching up, he swiped at his nose and sniffed at the tears that would do no one any good. “Man, how could I be so dumb?” He shook his head as he put his hand up to it. “I’m so stupid. Wow.” 
 
    “No. You’re not stupid, Nelson,” Janet said in sympathy, “and I don’t think that was all your fault either.” 
 
    Nelson’s gaze cut over to her like she’d lost her mind. “Are you kidding? Of course it was my fault. I left.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you did, but I don’t think you really had much of a choice.” 
 
    Hurt and anger met in the middle of him, creating a volatile, dangerous mix. He wasn’t good at being out-of-control, but if this kept up, he wasn’t sure he could control it. Trying to, he dropped his gaze to his hands and pinned it there. 
 
    Janet sighed long and slow. “Nelson, sweetheart, look, I’ll be the first one to tell you that I agreed with your dad at the time about you going to Seattle. We talked about it, about you, about Northwestern, about all of it. He just knew Northwestern was your destiny, and I knew it was important to him that you go.” She shook her head. “I probably should’ve seen it then. I don’t know, maybe I did.”  
 
    Dropping her gaze, she thought for a minute and glanced at the television. “You know, it’s weird, thinking back on all of it now, but when I was going with your dad when we first got together, I seriously thought he was Raoul. No question about it. He was the most perfect guy on the whole planet. He was smart and funny and serious and handsome as all-get-out. I fell for him, really, really hard. Desperately hard. Hopelessly hard. I couldn’t go five minutes without thinking about how perfect he was and how perfect our life would be if we could just be together. I couldn’t believe he might actually see me, that he might actually love me like that, you know? 
 
    “And then we got married, and I just… I thought, ‘Paradise, here we come.’ I thought it was all going to be wine and roses with him forever. And at first, I don’t know, maybe it even was. But after a while, I started seeing things, things that made me think there was more to the story, more to him than I had ever bothered to get to know. Things he didn’t show me at first… Do you remember when he grounded you for being late that one time?” 
 
    That memory jabbed into Nelson so hard it even managed to replace all the others. He snorted softly. “Five minutes.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, five minutes, and he yelled at you about how inconsiderate you were and how you were not the only person on the planet that had a life. He was so mad at you for me because I’d been upset about waiting for you to get to the car after school. I remember standing there, watching him yell at you, just out-of-control like that. And I remember wondering what I had married, what had I gotten myself into. I know, that sounds bad, but I didn’t really even think about it in terms of you, of what you were going through, of what he was doing to you. I just remember thinking if he could yell at you like that over five minutes, what might he do to me?” 
 
    Inside him, Nelson’s heart fell further. “He didn’t even let me explain.” 
 
    Janet’s gaze grew even softer. “And neither did I. No, you didn’t have a chance to, but I also know, you’d already shut down even trying to by that point. You just stood there and you took it. You didn’t talk back or even try to explain to either of us. You did what you had to do, what you’d probably always done. You put your head down, and you apologized to me, and you went to your room just like he told you to. I know you did that a lot. I saw you. I saw how you did what you had to do. You got good grades, you stayed out of trouble, you tried to be the perfect kid, and you were. You were almost perfect.” Janet nodded slowly. “In fact, you were so perfect, I think I thought that was really who you were. A lot like I thought your dad was really that perfect guy I met and fell in love with. But I see now, that wasn’t real. None of it. You were hurting. He was hurting. But you both looked so dang good doing it. You had me fooled, that’s for sure. 
 
    “But it wasn’t real, Nelson,” Janet continued, her voice soft with the concern. “It wasn’t. Raoul… Raoul is just a concept. Perfection. Summertime all the time. No darkness, no fear. Never making a mistake. Never having a flaw. That’s not real. It’s not. And real love is not about being perfect. Real love takes work. It takes compromise. It makes mistakes, and it learns how to forgive those mistakes. It takes facing the Phantom and being brave enough to take off that mask and love them anyway—mistakes and all.” She stopped for a breath and looked down at her folded hands. “There’s a lot you probably don’t know about your dad. A lot he probably never told you. Did you know he walked out of his parents’ house when he was 18 and never went back?” 
 
    That dragged Nelson’s gaze up and over to her in confusion. “No.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, he did. That was part of his mask I think. In college, he was practically the original wild child. He was in a band…” 
 
    “On the drums.” 
 
    “Right. On the drums. And I think he was pretty much headed right off the rails when he first met your mom.” Janet smiled at that. “She must have been pretty special, your mom. An angel on earth the way Joe talks about her. I don’t know. I would love to meet her someday, maybe in Heaven, just to see what perfection actually looks like. And I’d love to hear her side of the story too. Whatever it was, she got a hold of him and refused, I mean absolutely, adamantly refused, to let him go.  
 
    “I don’t know if you know this, but when he was real young, your dad had a really bad stuttering problem. In school, the kids made fun of him, and his dad just thought he was beyond help. Because they were in the military, they moved around a lot, and every new school, it just got worse. I think your grandpa thought your dad was defective because of how much he struggled with just talking sometimes, and your grandfather could not deal with his son being anything less than perfect. But your mom… She refused to let him think that he was just broken and worthless because of it. He told me once that she was the reason he ever even got help for it, that she believed in him so much, he couldn’t let her down by not at least trying. Eventually, with a lot of work, he retrained most of it. Now, he only does it if he gets really down about something, or if the emotions get to be too much for him.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Nelson said, his mind replaying the conversation with his dad about moving to Janet’s. He had thought his dad must be drunk at the time. Now he wondered. 
 
    “Yeah.” Janet nodded slowly. “He worked really, really hard to overcome it, still does I think though he’d probably never admit it. But he learned that he had to keep that mask in place so people would take him seriously, so he could convince them he wasn’t flawed. I can’t say it’s been a bad thing. I mean, look at how successful he’s become, but sometimes, I think he’s still really that scared, hurting little kid who knows if anyone ever sees the real him, they’ll laugh in his face and make fun of him again. It’s like deep down, he knows he’s still defective. 
 
    “Your dad loves you so much, Nelson, and he was terrified you were going to turn out like he did—angry, rebellious, heading for trouble as fast as you could get there. I think that’s why he was so hard on you back then. He was afraid you were going to turn out like he did.” Janet smiled sadly and shook her head. “You know, he told me once that he promised your mom he would take care of you no matter what, and I think that promise scared him as much as anything else ever did. We talked about it when we first got together, him raising you all alone, how hard that was. He said if he could just find a really good woman to help him raise you… But then he said, even when he did, he always found a way to mess it up. Of course, that just made me fall in love with him even more. But he was serious. Deadly, deadly, unfathomably serious. You were his pass-fail test in life, and I have never seen anyone any more determined to pass something… ever. If you hadn’t turned out like you did, I think it would’ve killed him.” 
 
    “Well, he almost killed me in the process,” Nelson said, not wholly angry anymore but not at peace with any of it either. 
 
    “I know. I see that now, and honestly, I should have stepped in back then. I just… I’d never really been around kids before. Teenaged boys? What is that, you know? It was like you were from a different planet. And as scared as your dad was about messing up your life, I think I was even more terrified. So, when it looked like you were doing okay and things weren’t falling apart, I took that as, ‘Okay. We’re doing good. We’re good to go. Nothing to see here. Just keep doing what you’re doing.’ Now I know that probably wasn’t really the case.” 
 
    “No,” Nelson said with the tiniest of sarcastic laughs. “Truth is, I always felt about two small steps from going right off the edge.” 
 
    “Yeah. And then you went to Northwestern.” She smiled softly and shrugged. “I guess that wasn’t much better seeing as how you’re back now.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nelson admitted. “It was and it wasn’t. I learned a lot there, about myself mostly. ‘Course Dad doesn’t understand that. He thinks I’ve lost my mind coming back.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that. We’ve talked a lot about it in the last month, and finally, I’ve been able to be honest with him about stuff I never had the guts to say to him before. It’s nice to be like that, to be able to be honest and not hide from the truth, hoping they won’t figure you out.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nelson was starting to get really tired. 
 
    “I guess that’s how it is with Paige now for you. Now that she’s with Greg, I mean. You’re kind of hoping they don’t figure out you still care about her?” 
 
    The pain from the evening returned with such a vengeance it yanked up the tears, and Nelson’s only real defense from it was to slouch further down on the couch to keep her from seeing it. “Yeah. I don’t… I just… I don’t know, you know? It’s so hard because we can still just talk about stuff. Paige and me. About how things are going, about what’s going on with us, and she gets it. She gets me. But then I see her, and she won’t even look at me. Like she doesn’t even want to acknowledge I exist. I mean, what is that?” 
 
    “You know,” Janet said, “out of every stupid thing I ever did or said, the one thing I really regret is telling you that you should just go, that she would be okay. At the time, I thought, you know, you’re young, she’s just a girl, you’ll get over it. But maybe age doesn’t define whether something is real or not. Maybe it’s more about who we can be real with. I think that loving someone is about being strong enough and trusting them enough to let them in, to really let them see the real you, and to let them love you in spite of everything. I’m learning that with your dad. Maybe you already learned it with Paige back then.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I guess it doesn’t really matter now. I lost my chance. Go me.” 
 
    “You never know,” Janet said. “Sometimes the way things worked out were just so we could learn something we really needed to learn about how love works.” 
 
    Nelson tried to get himself to agree, but really, he was just exhausted by all of it. “I think I’m going to turn in.” 
 
    Janet nodded. “Okay, but just so you know, I’m praying it all works out for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    After ice cream, Greg took her home and walked her and her violin to the door, his arm never really leaving from around her.  
 
    “Thank you,” Paige said, holding onto his hand, never having meant two words more. 
 
    “For what?” he asked in surprise as he turned to her at her door and set the case down next to his leg. 
 
    Facing him as his hand slid down her arm, Paige let herself simply get lost in the safety of his kind, gentle eyes and the feel of his hand when it finally rested in hers. “For everything.” 
 
    Peace cascaded down into his eyes, and he smiled even as he bent to brush her lips with his. “Always.” 
 
    One gentle kiss and she melded into him as his strong embrace came around her, holding her to him. Thanks would never be enough to express her gratefulness for his steady, rock-solid presence in the midst of the topsy-turvy turmoil of her life. She closed her eyes on the feeling, willing herself to get lost there and never, ever want to be found again. 
 
    “We’d better get you inside,” he finally breathed before kissing her hair. 
 
    She nodded. He was right, of course, but letting him go meant being alone. And being alone meant the possibility of remembering... Pulling back, she looked at him, needing him to know. “I love you.” 
 
    A smile lit into his eyes. “I love you too.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    After the fiasco of Orchestra Night, Nelson had done his best to stay away from all of it, and them. He wasn’t good for her. Greg was. That much was clear to everyone, and he planned to make himself as scarce as possible for the whole summer if possible but at least for the next ten days. 
 
    He spent most of the next week going through his school stuff, setting up the room, and even putting in a few applications at local places for work. So far, thankfully, his path had not crossed theirs. Not that his own thoughts were ever very far away from them, but he couldn’t help that. He’d tried and finally given up. 
 
    It was only when his phone rang on Thursday night and he took a look at it that he wished he’d never been so insane as to move back. Wes. This should be fun. 
 
    Clicking it on, Nelson pulled rational and totally okay over himself, but it was a stretch. “Hey, Wes. What’s up?” 
 
    “Nels. Oh, good. I was afraid you’d dropped off the planet again.” 
 
    “No. No. Just trying to get the ball rolling here, you know?” As he sat down on the bed, Nelson prayed Wes would take the hint and leave well enough alone. 
 
    “Yeah, I hear ya. Listen, we got to talking the other night, and since you’re back and everything, what do you say we get together for a jam session?” 
 
    In the whole history of ideas, that was the worst one he’d ever heard. “Oh, I don’t…” 
 
    “No, now, come on. Taylor’s probably going to come too. She’s out for the summer now. We were thinking Friday, but Saturday would work too if that’s better for you.” 
 
    Better for him? Going to Borneo and digging a hole in the sand to lay down and die in would be better for him. “I don’t know, Wes. This whole thing…” 
 
    “No. Look, Nels. I get it. I do. But you’re finally back, and I think if we can just get together, play a little, talk, you know, hang out. Maybe that would help everybody get okay with this again.” 
 
    Practically every piece of him wanted to say no; however, the lone hold-out wouldn’t let him. “I… I don’t know. I guess I could probably make it on Friday. If you’re sure…” 
 
    “Great. Good. Awesome. Friday it is then.” 
 
      
 
    It was crazy because they had talked far more those last couple of weeks that Nelson was in Seattle than they had in the five days he’d been back. Paige knew why of course. She understood it. But still it hurt in ways that made no sense whatsoever. So when Wes had said they should get together to play on Friday, she knew it was a bad idea, but she had no heart left to put up the fight talking him out of it would entail. 
 
    Nelson was clearly uncomfortable with them because of her, and she hated that beyond measure. Still, they were friends. They deserved the chance to reconnect. She’d even texted Taylor as Wes had requested. Not that it did her any good as her sister had been incommunicado since the yelling match with their dad on the front lawn. In fact, it was three days after the college semester was finished that Paige got wind that her sister wasn’t even coming home for the summer. It had been the topic of several hushed and worried conversations between her parents. They weren’t happy with her sister’s choices of late, and she couldn’t say she blamed them. 
 
    So the fact that she got absolutely no reply to her five texts did not surprise her at all. She, was, however, quite surprised when Lauren announced that Wes had indeed talked with Nelson, and Nelson had agreed to come to Paige’s house on Friday evening. 
 
    “Not supposed to be a big deal,” Lauren said, exchanging her books Friday morning. After today, all they had was finals; however, neither of them were really thinking about that at the moment. “Wes is going to grab some pizzas and drinks on the way over. He said not to worry about anything.” 
 
    Well that was nice of him. 
 
      
 
    The fact that Janet had said, “Oh, good” when Nelson told her he was going over to Paige’s to hang out with the guys did nothing for his nerves.  
 
    By the time he pulled up and found Wes’s car in the driveway, he knew good was going to be a long shot. Getting out, he dragged his denim jacket on and headed for her door. Every memory he had of her in his entire being surged to life, and he closed his eyes, fighting them all off. He had to do this if for no other reason than to get past it.  
 
    Maybe Wes was right. Maybe if they just got together, hung out, acted normal for a change, maybe they really could find normal back. True, that was asking a lot of one night, but still Nelson hoped. At the door, he rang the bell and prayed literally to God above that Paige wouldn’t open that door. Please, God, please, anybody but Paige. 
 
      
 
    That doorbell was going to give Paige a heart attack. That’s all there was to it. She was in the kitchen with Lauren, putting things together to take downstairs when it rang again, and she almost dropped the whole stack of cups at the first nerve-shattering chime. Greg or Nelson. Greg or Nelson. Her heart raced something awful at the thought. If it was Greg, she would live through it. If it was Nelson… 
 
    Wes was smart enough to say, “I’ll get it.”  
 
    “Ice,” Paige said to Lauren who was watching her like a hawk. “We need ice.” Fighting like crazy to not let her nerves show, she turned for the refrigerator with the bowl just as Wes opened the door. 
 
    “Nelson! Hey, bud! You made it!”  
 
    Just like that, Paige’s heart rate dropped far below the healthy range as she reached for the ice and somehow got it into the bowl without spilling it everywhere. 
 
    “Hi, Nels,” Lauren said cheerfully from behind Paige, and Paige had to let out three very slow breaths of air to calm herself. “Welcome back. It’s good to see you.”  
 
    It was clear even without looking at her friend how careful Lauren was being in the exchange. 
 
    “Thanks for inviting me,” Nelson said, his voice like smooth silk. Dang it. How could he do that to her heart? She wasn’t even looking at him. 
 
    What now? This was a very bad idea. Wes, what were you thinking? Ice gathered, Paige had no more excuse to keep herself busy. Turning, she purposely kept her gaze on the items scattered out on the island—plates, cups, chips, pizza, ice.  
 
    “You know, I think we should go on down,” she said, not really looking at any of them. “Greg’s probably going to be a little late. You know how he is.” 
 
    Lauren looked from the guys to her and back again as she tried to smile. “Late again. That Greg. He’s always late.” 
 
    “As usual,” Paige said, rolling her eyes. “You know Greg and work.” She picked up everything that was within her reach. “Here grab that stuff. We can go on down.” With the bowl of ice, a bag of cups, and the two pizzas in hand, she headed past all of them for the back.  
 
    “I could help,” Wes said. 
 
    “I got it,” Paige replied, never so much as slowing down. 
 
    “Uh, don’t we need drinks?” Lauren asked. 
 
    “They’re in the fridge,” Paige called back. 
 
    “K. I’ll get them.”  
 
    In a headlong dash to get away from him, Paige went to the stairs and forced her crazy, racing self to calm down. Taking a digger down the stairs would be less-than-advised. If she just focused on the party and not on who was there, she could do this. It was only when she was working to get the pizza boxes open downstairs that she sensed the downfall of her hasty plan.  
 
    Wes had stayed to help Lauren, which meant Nelson had come down. By himself. And now they were alone. In the basement. How she knew all of that, she didn’t fully grasp, but she did just the same. Her hands shook with the understanding even as she fought to breathe. Just like that, he was standing there, right behind her, his presence filling the room so she couldn’t hold onto a single sane thought that didn’t include how he smelled and how this felt and how… 
 
    “You need some help?” he asked, sending her into full-blown panic mode. 
 
    “No.” Paige’s hands were locked on look-busy-and-do-something. “It’s fine. I’ve got it.” 
 
    “Here, I’ll get these,” he said, reaching past her for the bag of plates. His arm went so close to her, she felt the warmth of it. “Where do you want them?” 
 
    Want them? Want them? What did that even mean? 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Paige brushed her bangs from her forehead as she glanced over at him. That was far more than she had done in the last ten minutes, so he should be grateful. But he was too focused on not making this awkward to think to be grateful. “Uh, here. We can put them right here.” Almost without looking at him, she took the plates from him and set them to the side. 
 
    Not seeing what to do with the bag, he spun it and set it next to the little cabinet. “Here, I could…” He reached for a pizza box to help her open it. 
 
    “It’s okay.” She swiped it away from him and opened it all in one motion. “I’ve got it. It’s okay. Really. I’ve got this. You don’t have to…” 
 
    Not wanting to make a scene, he backed up and put his hands on his waist as he watched her helplessly. How to fix this, how to get her to stop long enough to acknowledge him or to at least stop looking like she was about to jump out of her skin. Talk to her, Nels. Say something. “Listen, Paige…” 
 
    “Never fear, the Gregster is in the house!” 
 
    Like he’d just heard a gunshot, Nelson jerked around and backed up four steps. Like every nightmare he’d had since Orchestra Night, he watched as Greg came right over to Paige, wrapped her in his arms, and planted a kiss on the side of her neck. Nelson put his hands at his waist as the anger threatened to grab hold of him again. Her giggle of approval raked right across his heart and seared there. Nelson put his hand up to the back of his neck and rubbed hard, wanting at all costs to just disappear. 
 
    “Hey, stranger.” Paige turned to Greg, and their reunion about knocked the rest of Nelson’s breath right out of him. He wasn’t sure who kissed who, but the kiss between them was unmistakable. Although he dropped his gaze, it was too late. The tender, playful moment, the picture they made together dug deep into his heart and murdered in cold, calculating blood whatever small amount of hope he’d had left. 
 
    “Time to party!” Wes said as he came down the stairs with cans of soda in hand, and Nelson backed even further away, nearly tripping right over the keyboard. “Rev4 is finally back together!”  
 
    Well, honestly four was more like three, and if this continued, it would be two by the end of the night. He shouldn’t have come. 
 
    “Nels,” Wes said as if he didn’t know anything was wrong in anyone’s world, “you think you can still keep up?” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, I’ll try.” Man, it was hard to peel his attention off the two lovebirds, fawning over each other by the pizzas. 
 
    “Awesome.” Wes went over and plopped the drinks to the cabinet next to Paige. “Why don’t you grab the electric? Man, we’ve got to do One Night. We haven’t done that one since you left. It just never sounded right without everything.” 
 
    “O… kay.” Looking around like he was trying to remember how to do this, Nelson went over into the corner to retrieve the electric. At least being across the room was better than standing right there watching them.  
 
    “Where do you want these?” Lauren asked, arriving with more soda. At this rate, they were all going to float away. 
 
    As Nelson got out the guitar, Greg left Paige and started flipping on the sound system.  
 
    “Is Tay coming?” Greg asked no one in particular. 
 
    “Oh. Uh, no,” Paige replied. “I texted her a bunch of times, but I think she’s kind of gone off the grid since… last time.” 
 
    Last time. Nelson wondered at that, but he didn’t have the words or the breath, or frankly the heart, to ask. Coming back over, he swung the bass to Wes as Greg worked the keyboard. Wes did a few notes on the bass as Lauren took a seat over by the wall. Even with his head down, tuning, Nelson tracked Paige’s movement over at the food with no trouble at all. 
 
    “Hey, love of my life,” Greg said to her, “you gonna do the harmonies with me or what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paige said as she went over by Greg. Her face and demeanor was just as sweet and innocent as Nelson remembered her being. “I don’t know that I even remember this one.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been a while,” Wes agreed. “We haven’t really done it because you need the keyboard and the electric to make it sound right.” 
 
    As Nelson thought through the lyrics, he couldn’t help but wonder what part of Wes thought any of this was a good idea. 
 
    “Well, I’m gonna need something,” Paige said, sticking her hands in the back pockets of her jeans, “I mean, unless you just want me to la-la-la along.” Her laugh jangled its way across Nelson’s fragile heart, raking up memories he knew he was better off forgetting. 
 
    “Uh, well, if you’ll give me something to write on,” Nelson said as his willpower lost sight of the shore, “I can put them down right quick.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh. Sure.” Just like that Paige was searching for a pen and paper. She found them in the cabinet and took them over to him though she barely even glanced at him. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Uh. Thanks.” With the electric around his neck, Nelson set about scribbling down the words to the song, hating every last one of them. Had he really been so sappy? It was downright embarrassing. Not to even mention the fact that he couldn’t even remember the name of the girl he’d written it for. How stupid was it to write a love song like that for someone you barely even know? “There you go,” he finally said, holding the thing out to her at arm’s length though that was hardly necessary. It wasn’t like either of them wanted to get close to the other. He shrugged and angled his gaze down as she stepped over to get it. “I think that’s right. It’s close anyway.” 
 
    She came over and took the paper from him with a kind of smile even as she bent to read the words. “Okay. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    He stuck his attention to the guitar as he nodded. “Well, it’s not like we’re on stage or anything.” 
 
      
 
    The second Paige stepped away from Nelson to go back over to Greg, she looked down at the words on the paper, and all she could think was, Bad. Bad. Bad idea. Terrible. Horrible. Inconceivably bad idea. 
 
      
 
    “It’s in 4-4, right?” Greg asked without ever looking Nelson’s direction. How you could feel anger and distrust from eight feet away, Nelson didn’t know, but the tension was about to choke him to death. 
 
    “Yep.” Head down, Nelson tested out the electric. “Wow, this thing is off. Hit an E.” 
 
    Greg did as instructed without comment, and Nelson fought to get the guitar back into some semblance of tune. It wasn’t easy. They went through each string never so much as looking at each other, which was fine with Nelson. Being in the same state with the guy who obviously hated his guts was starting to seriously tax his coping mechanisms. When he finally got all the strings at least close, he lifted his head and rocked his neck side to side as the weight of life had dropped on him and stuck. “Wow. It’s been a while since I played one of these things.” He let his rusty fingers dance up and down the neck of the guitar twice, and he cringed at how out-of-practice that sounded. Yes, this was definitely going to take some getting used to. He tried once more with not much better results. “Hmm.” He shook his head. However, in the next breath he caught onto the fact that literally everyone in the room was staring at him. Glancing up at them, he stopped in concern. “What?” 
 
    “Wow. That thing hasn’t sounded like that since you left,” Wes finally said. He laughed softly as he shook his head. “Uh, so, are you ready to do this thing?” 
 
    Nelson tipped his head again and let out a breath. “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
      
 
    Safely over by Greg or more to the point behind Greg, and not about to dare to go to one of the mics up front, Paige stood there, the lyric sheet in one hand and her other wrapped on her elbow. Now that she’d read through it, she remembered the song, just not in quite this much detail. Without even trying, she remembered them singing it at a few of the dances when she’d first gotten to high school, that would have been freshman year before she fell head-over-heels for the guy currently electrifying the world as he lit up the guitar strings not six feet away from her. Was it even legal to be that talented and that handsome at the same time? If it was, it shouldn’t be. 
 
    Next to her, Greg’s fingers drifted across the keys, joining in with Nelson and Wes on the bass. Paige looked over at Greg, wishing absurdly that things had been so, so different. Why couldn’t she have fallen for him back in sophomore year instead? Why did she have to fall for the unattainable one, the fantasy one, the one that was destined to break her heart? She would have been so much better off with Greg from the start. Good, solid, hard-working, never-do-anything-to-hurt-you Greg. That would’ve made all of this so much easier. 
 
    It was then that Greg started singing, and Paige realized she needed to get her head back in this game. She ducked and swallowed the nerves, drilling her being into the words, trying like crazy to remember Taylor’s harmonies and where they came in. 
 
    “One night,” Greg sang into his mic, “one more moment with you. That’s all I ask. That’s all I want. More than a breath. More than the next heartbeat. One night, one more moment with you.” 
 
    Wes came in with a harmony as easy as night follows day, and Paige struggled to find her own.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m here,” Greg sang, and she felt him glance at her. Unfortunately, she couldn’t return the look and keep up with the words at the same time. One or the other was too much for her overwrought system. “I’m wondering where you came from, wondering where you’ve been.” 
 
    Air would have been nice, but there was no time, space, or energy to find it. 
 
    “I know time doesn’t stand still,” they sang together, her voice faulty and uneven. “It flows like a river, never stopping, never slowing down. But baby, tonight, I just want it to stop forever.” 
 
    Reaching up, Paige scratched under her ear as ache raked across her heart. This was horrible. She was struggling, badly. Every word was about to send the embarrassing tears cascading out of her heart, but she couldn’t stop now. If she did, they would all know how this was affecting her.  
 
    “All I want is…” she sang with Greg, willing her voice not to crack. “One night, one more moment with you. That’s all I ask. That’s all I want. More than a breath, more than the next heartbeat. One night, one more moment… with you.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson didn’t dare look over to where Greg and Paige stood singing together, but he did manage to glance over at Wes who looked like he’d been taken to another realm by the song. A good realm of happiness replete with sunshine and rainbows. Unfortunately Nelson had slipped into a different realm too, but his didn’t feel nearly so wonderful. They hit the bridge, and the whole thing shifted into a higher key. It was absolutely crazy how his fingers remembered it all even more than he even did. 
 
    “’Cause love doesn’t come around every day,” Nelson sang, adding in the third harmony. Breathing through the lyrics became nearly impossible, and he ducked further toward the guitar, concentrating on the notes rather than on the sharp stab of the words that went right through his heart. “And time, it slips away.” He felt it then, his time with her slipping into the realm of memories, never to be seen again. “So baby, just give me one night, one more moment to be with you.” 
 
    He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t sing those words like they meant nothing to him. So he stopped singing even as his fingers continued on the strings. 
 
    “That’s all I want,” Greg sang loud and clear, perfectly in tune with her, their voices blending so effortlessly it could only be called perfection. “More than a breath, more that the next heartbeat. One night, one more… moment… with you.” 
 
    The ending of the song threaded down through Nelson’s fingers and out onto the guitar strings. How many things had he let just slip through the sands of time? How many things had he not bothered to appreciate until they were gone? How many important things had he missed because he was trying so hard to get to the next goal, the next milestone, the next… next thing? As the song ended, he realized with some appreciation that this had almost been one of them—playing with the guys, and in that moment, he was absurdly glad that God had given him one more chance to appreciate what he’d almost left in the rear view of his life. 
 
    On the last note, he let it ring out, coaxing it out of the string until it floated all the way into nothingness. He smiled at that before looking around at them and shrugging. “Not half-bad, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said with a grin. “Not half-bad.” 
 
      
 
    How they could all act like life wasn’t completely surreal, Paige didn’t know because she was having a monster of a time pretending Nelson wasn’t rocking her world completely. Every glance he sent her way, every note, every laugh, every smile, every sigh. It was like falling in love all over again. Except this time she couldn’t. She couldn’t let herself go there, and she wouldn’t. The problem was, she had to keep reminding herself of that again and again as the night wore on. 
 
    Before long, she couldn’t even look at him because it just dredged up more and more of those old feelings for him. Worse, no matter how hard she tried to tell herself not to go there, denying she wanted to was getting harder with every song. 
 
    “Hey, how about we do Hopeless?” Greg asked after they had done four others she hardly heard but felt every syllable of. “Paige can do the harmonies. She’s really gotten good at it.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t…” she started. One Night had been about all her nerves could take. 
 
    “No, come on,” Greg said, his eyes shining at her. “You’re starting to sound as good as Tay on that one.” 
 
    Just why that hit her like it did, Paige wasn’t sure, but she could hardly get back to thinking straight from the hole it left in the center of her. “Yeah, well, I’m no Taylor.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson heard her words, and his gaze jumped over to her, to them, as Greg put his arm around her and pulled her to him for a quick hug. Only the two of them heard what he said to her, and Paige smiled at whatever it was and nodded even as Greg kissed her forehead. Nelson dropped his gaze from them, knowing he was going to have to get used to seeing them like that. Yes. Paige was no Taylor. She never had been. 
 
    “Okay,” Greg said, coming over, her hand in his as he veritably dragged her with him. He deposited her in front of one of the front mics and picked up an acoustic guitar as Nelson took his off and headed back to the piano. “In E.” 
 
    Nelson knew that but didn’t voice his displeasure at being told. Wes nodded and picked out the bass part, seemingly testing his own memory of the song. At the front with Paige right next to him on the other mic, Greg counted them off slowly. Hopeless was another ballad that Nelson had written for another nameless, faceless girl he didn’t even remember. How many of them had there been anyway? And every one, he had thought he had loved so very deeply. The lyrics said as much. What a horrible joke his love was turning out to be. He just wondered if the others saw it as clearly as he now did. 
 
    “Hopeless,” Greg sang, and Nelson knew his friend wasn’t just singing a song. Greg glanced over at Paige and smiled at her. She smiled back, but hers was soft, trusting, loving. “Hopelessly devoted… to you…” 
 
    Watching them was killing Nelson, but he couldn’t stop himself even as he added in the background music with Wes.  
 
    “This is my anthem,” Nelson sang softly even as Greg did, and although he knew it was a betrayal, he wished with everything in him that he was the one up there singing it to her. “This is my song. This will be my melody. My whole life long…” 
 
    “You’re my fascination.” Paige came in with the harmony so sweet, and it swept Nelson’s breath away completely from him. Gentle. Soft. Tender. Like the brush from an angel’s wing. He’d never heard anything like it in all his life. 
 
    Not being able to hold it back anymore, he gave up trying to pretend he felt nothing for her. “My every temptation. You’re my solid ground.” 
 
    “My bluest sky.” 
 
    “My peace of mind.” 
 
    “My wings to fly…” 
 
    “And I’m hopeless…” Greg sang as Nelson dipped his head into the ache jamming into him. Stupid. He was so stupid to ever have let her go. 
 
    Wes added the echo. “Hopeless….” 
 
    “Hopelessly devoted…” Paige sang, yanking tears up into Nelson’s eyes. This was shredding him, and it was killing him even more to pretend it wasn’t. 
 
    Greg smiled over at her as they sang together. “To you…” 
 
    “And I’m hopeless…” Greg grinned as if falling ever so much deeper in love with her. 
 
    “Hopeless…” she repeated, her gaze fused to his. 
 
    “Hopelessly devoted…” they sang together, “to you….” 
 
    Nelson forced himself to concentrate only on the music as his fingers ended the song. When it was gone, he sat for a long, long moment, desperately trying to regroup. 
 
    “You know what we haven’t done in a while?” Greg asked, and he sounded so happy. “Rock It.” 
 
    Rock It. Great. Drums. Nelson hadn’t played the drums literally since he’d been in this basement the last time. He stood from the piano, leaving his heart there. What else could he do? This was reality now. He might as well learn to live with it. 
 
    Going over to the drums, he picked up the two sticks from the floor and spun one of them in his fingers, testing the weight of the thing. “Okay, but just so you know, I haven’t done this in a really long time.” He sat down and had to adjust the seat a little before getting it comfortable. Drums had always been second nature to him, and without even trying, he did a rock beat with a cascading run that ended in a satisfying double cymbal crash. Yeah. This might actually help. 
 
    “Awesome,” Greg said, and Nelson really felt like pounding something. “Go for it. We’ll follow you.” 
 
    Just like that Nelson jammed every last ounce of anger, hurt, and pain into those drums. The louder, the better. Greg took the lead vocals and though Taylor’s harmony was missing, they hadn’t really lost much of the mesh of their music in the ensuing hands of time. In fact, in almost every way, they clicked just like they had before. It would have been fun if it didn’t all hurt so incredibly bad. 
 
    His gaze jumped across the drums to Greg, singing and playing and grinning at Paige. Without his permission, it landed on Paige, and all the anger breached the dam he’d been desperately trying to shore up. She was sitting there, watching, listening, dancing even, but only for Greg. It was as if she had no comprehension that anyone else was even in the room. 
 
    Two cymbal crashes that nearly knocked the things off their stands and Nelson felt the frustration in him hit the boiling point. How dare Greg step in like that? How dare he hold Paige like he did? He knew how Nelson felt about her, and still, that didn’t seem to bother him at all. Oh, no. He was loving this. He loved rubbing Nelson’s nose in his mistake, making him squirm in the squalor of his own stupid choices. Some friend he was turning out to be. 
 
    “Rock it!” Greg sang out, and Nelson let the overwhelming hate for his former friend bleed right into the hard-driving rhythm. At the drum solo break, he hit the cascade like it was a waterfall in the middle of a hurricane.  
 
    “Yeah.” With that, Lauren jumped up and pulled Paige out to dance with her.  
 
    Paige was hardly as energetic as her friend, but she tried just the same. Nelson watched them until he just couldn’t anymore. It wasn’t fair. None of it. If he hadn’t known that before, he had definitely learned it over the past hour. She wasn’t his girl anymore, and she never would be. 
 
      
 
    When they’d finally played the last song, the others all went over and grabbed slices of pizza and drinks before taking them to the chairs and couch. For his part, Nelson stayed over by the guitar cases in the corner another few seconds, knowing he was by himself anyway. No one would miss him if he didn’t join them.  
 
    Finally pushing up to standing, he felt the awkwardness of the situation pour over him just like it had at Orchestra Night. Once again, there was no place for him here. Not anymore anyway. He shook his head to clear it enough to get himself to move, to think, to make a plan to get himself out of there. The very last thing he wanted to do was sit around and pretend all night.  
 
    “Uh, listen,” he said when he got back over to them, and all four of them looked up in quiet surprise. He managed to skirt the one gaze that would talk him out of being smart about this as he scratched the back of his head. “I’m really kind of beat, and I’ve got to go out job hunting tomorrow.” 
 
    “What? You’re not going to stay?” Lauren asked in softly surprised worry. 
 
    “Nah,” Nelson said with a shrug and shake of his head, and he didn’t miss the glance Lauren shot across the group at her friend. “I probably just need to get going. I’m really beat.” 
 
    “Uh, we’ve… we’ve got plenty,” Paige said, halfway indicating the pizza though she barely glanced up at him. “Really, you could stay.” 
 
    Standing there, Nelson saw Greg’s glance at Paige who sat next to him, and he knew in that instant that not a person there really thought that was a good idea. “No, thanks though. I need to get on home, but I’ll catch you guys down the road.”  
 
    Wes stood and held up his hand, which Nelson caught with half a nod. The handshake became a quick hug. 
 
    “Thanks for coming, man,” Wes said. “It was fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” Nelson released Wes’s hand and turned just as Greg stood and put out his hand as well. 
 
    “We’ll have to do it again sometime,” Greg said, squaring up to Nelson. 
 
    And Nelson nodded even as he shook Greg’s hand, unsure which of them meant it the least. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Then, he backed up fast enough so that neither of the girls got any ideas about giving him a personal goodbye. “Well, I guess I’ll see you guys around,” he said with a wave to all of them and none of them in particular. “’Night.” 
 
    “’Night,” Lauren said like she was being strangled. “Take care, and drive careful home.” 
 
    “I will. You too.” And with that, Nelson turned and walked out as slowly as his vibrating nerves would let him. However, when he got to the stairs, he took them two at a time before fleeing the premises as if his life depended on it. 
 
      
 
    As bad as it sounded for what it said about her, Paige couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief when Nelson disappeared up the stairs. Trying to act like you’re not about to lose it when you know everyone is scrutinizing your every move was beyond exhausting. 
 
    A piece of pizza in hand and as casually as she could, she leaned back next to Greg and snuggled in closer to him. Thank goodness for Greg. Good, solid, always-there-for-her Greg. Without him, she was sure she would already have talked herself out of her vow to never let herself fall for Nelson Samuels again. 
 
    “Wow. Hard to believe this time next week we’ll be high school graduates,” Lauren said. 
 
    Paige put her head on Greg’s shoulder and closed her eyes just enjoying the moment. Now that she could breathe again, the headache she’d had for the last two hours was starting to subside. She closed her eyes as exhaustion began to get the better of her. 
 
    “So what’s the plan afterward anyway?” Greg asked, and pizza finished, he slid his arm around her and gathered her in. Man, that felt good. “Any big parties?” 
 
    “I think Kensley’s having something,” Lauren said. “And a couple of the others are too. Maybe we can just party hop afterward.” 
 
    “Sounds good by us. Don’t you think so, Paige?” Greg asked, angling his gaze down to her. 
 
    Coming awake for purposes of the discussion, she shrugged. “Yeah. Whatever. As long as I’m with you.” She put her hand on his chest and gave him a quick kiss. 
 
    His surprised smile was a nice bonus. “Hm. I like the sound of that.” And heedless of their guests, he gathered her in even closer for another. 
 
      
 
    How could the darkness have followed him all the way from Northwestern? That didn’t seem fair nor right. Nelson had thought it would have given up by now, let him go, took its toys and gone home. Unfortunately, life didn’t seem to work that way. It was just one bad situation followed by another until only insane people could ever believe a good one would ever show up again.  
 
    Like life was trying to prove his theory right, when he pulled up at Janet’s, there was another car he didn’t recognize in the driveway. The last thing he needed was to have to put on another show for someone. Not wanting to park behind it in case it was leaving, which he hoped it was, he parked on the street instead. 
 
    All he wanted to do was get inside and maybe call LJ. Was it too late to register for Northwestern in the fall? He hoped not. 
 
    Going in, he tried to be as quiet as possible even as he went to the kitchen to get a drink. He’d forgotten how thirsty singing made him, and he downed two glasses of water before so much as coming up for air. It was then that he heard the voices in the living room, and he wondered who it might be. 
 
    “Nelson?” Janet called. “Is that you?” 
 
    Who else would it be? he wondered sarcastically, but he just said, “Yeah. It’s me.”  
 
    Leaving the glass by the sink, he headed in to see who her mystery guest might be. However, he was not at all prepared for the sight that greeted him when he turned that corner. 
 
    There, sitting on the couch in sweatpants and a light gray T-shirt, was none other than his own father. Taken completely off-guard, Nelson glanced back into the darkness behind him. Was it too late to run? “Oh.”  
 
    His father’s gaze slid up to Nelson and pinned him to the air at his back.  
 
    “Hey, Nels,” his dad said, and before Nelson could even get himself to move, his dad stood from the couch. 
 
    Stunned and completely immobile, Nelson looked from his father to Janet and back again. He fought to find something to say as all the words he knew he shouldn’t say pinged around inside him. “Uh, Janet didn’t say you were coming.” 
 
    “Sh-she didn’t know,” his father said, and his eyes didn’t quite hold on Nelson’s like they used to. A second and they fell all the way to the rug at his feet as he crossed his arms.  
 
    “Oh.” Nelson swallowed, assessed everything, thought the situation through, and decided his best course of action was to escape as quickly as possible. “Okay. Well, I’m just headed to…” He pointed to the short hallway that led to his room. If he could just get there… 
 
    “N-Nels,” his father said when Nelson had taken two jagged, faltering steps, and his dad held up his hands to stop him. “C-can we t-t-talk?” 
 
    Where the blinding headache came from, Nelson had no idea, but it attacked him with a viciousness he did not expect. It was like something had split his head wide open, and the pain it left was unbearable. 
 
    “Oh,” Janet said, standing. “Maybe I should leave you two alone.”  
 
    “No!” Nelson nearly jumped out of his skin at her before he even thought about it. His gaze knifed back to his father, sure there was going to be a reprimand for that outburst. “I… Uh… I…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” his father said though he didn’t sound overly sure about that. “You don’t have to leave.” He glanced at Nelson before looking back at Janet. “I-if Nelson wants you to stay, then y-you should stay.” 
 
    No, Nelson didn’t want her to stay. Nelson didn’t even want to stay. What Nelson wanted was to run. Where had he put his running shoes anyway? They were somewhere in the tumult of his room though he hadn’t had time to dig them out yet. 
 
    “This… this isn’t a de-demand, but I’d l-like it if we could… talk,” his father said, looking more contrite and unsure than Nelson had ever seen him. His words were slow and labored as if he was having to mentally think each one through sound by sound. “Please.” 
 
    Oh, to be able to say no and be done with it. But there probably wasn’t another acceptable answer, so Nelson finally shrugged. “Okay. Fine. I guess so.” 
 
    The three of them sat then, Janet in one chair, Nelson in the other chair that flanked the couch, and his father on the couch between them. Much like the counselor’s office years before, Nelson knew his best bet was to just stay quiet and ride this thing out. Besides, at this point his father demanding he go back to Northwestern probably would be best for all concerned. 
 
    “First,” his father said very slowly, “I need to t-t-tell you that I’m s-s-sorry a-a-a-bout e-everything. I know…” He ducked his head, fighting the words like they were loath to come out of his mouth. “I-I know I haven’t been the f-father you w-wanted, or n-n-needed.” 
 
    “Dad.” Nelson rolled his eyes. Now after all this time, his father was going to play the victim? 
 
    “N-no. Nelson. Please.” 
 
    “Nelson,” Janet said, and she glanced at his father, “your dad didn’t come to see me tonight. He came to see you. I know this is hard for you, but at least hear him out.” 
 
    Letting out a slow breath, Nelson got himself to nod. Just how much cortisol could one person hold without it overloading the system? He had the feeling he was about to find out. “Okay. Fine.” 
 
    With a nod, his father ducked to gather more words. “Th-there’s a lot you don’t know about me, a-a lot that I never t-t-told you about. Wh-when I was young, I had an awful time in school. I wasn’t sm…art like the other k-kids. I n-n-needed a lot of help.” The amount of effort he was expending with every syllable was plain to see, and Nelson fought not to think it was all a sympathy ploy. “The s-stuttering thing st-started when m-my dad left for one of his t-tours of duty. W-we moved around a-a lot, and e-everywhere we went, I was always behind. I started c-causing trouble b-because I didn’t know how to fix any of it. M-my dad being gone. M-my mom being de-depressed all the time. M-m-me being s-s-so be-behind all, all, all the time. 
 
    “I was a b-big disappointment, to my dad especially.” It was almost like if he could slow his speech down to one syllable at a time, the stuttering slowed as well. But every word was such a struggle, Nelson could hardly fathom it. Had it always been like this? How had he never noticed? “My dad ha-hated me.” His father gulped those words down and fought the emotion they brought up in his face and eyes. Emotions Nelson knew he’d never seen there before. “S-so when I was 18, I l-left. I th-thought I would never have an-anything g-g-good in my life. That’s what he said w-when I l-l-left. That I would b-be a b-bum my whole life. 
 
    “I wanted to prove him wr-wrong, so I… I enrolled at Northwestern. I still wasn’t much of a student, so one of my professors said I should get some h-help from social services. I was sitting there, w-waiting for them to c-call me back that day, and y-your mom came in and s-s-sat right next to me.” Light was the only way to describe his father’s face at that moment. It was like his whole being filled with it so it radiated from him. “She was beautiful. Amazing really. But she was having trouble with her roommate, so she had come to see wh-what they could do about it. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her, and she n-noticed me looking at her. She was as sweet as she was beautiful. W-we started talking about things.” He seemed to take a breath as the struggle melted away from him. “I tried to not let her know about the stuttering thing, but she didn’t care. She said that everyone has something they’re not proud of, mine just happened to be something people could see—or hear.” 
 
    His father smiled at that. “She talked me into getting h-help for it, and they taught me all kinds of ways to comp-comp-compensate for it.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Nelson finally said. “I mean, okay, maybe a couple of times I heard you stumble on a word or something, but…” 
 
    A nod and his father took a breath. “I buried that guy. I knew he wasn’t good enough, so I made myself not be him anymore.” 
 
    “So what? You’re like two different people then?” Nelson asked, not liking the bitterness in his voice but also not being able to help it either. 
 
    “Kind of.” Another breath that closed his father’s eyes, and when they opened again, it really was like he was someone different. “If I modulate my voice,” he said, and the difference was striking, “and slow it down, I can become ‘not him,’ then I can do what I couldn’t do back then. I can be who everyone else needs me to be.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nelson said softly, dumbfounded by the change. “That’s a little crazy.” 
 
    His father nodded. “I know. M-most people would n-never notice because I d-don’t let them. I don’t want them… to know. When I got into banking, I got very good at covering it up. I had to.” 
 
    Nelson put his head down and scratched the edge of his ear, trying to think all of this through. “So, okay… why now? Why tell me all this now? I mean, what, do you want me to feel sorry for you? What?” 
 
    “No.” Sadness filled his father’s eyes, “I w-w-want you to understand. I h-heard what you said in Atlanta. It’s the s-same thing I said to m-my father, and I don’t want it to b-be like that with us.” 
 
    “You don’t want…” Unable to take any more of the guilt trip, Nelson stood and turned his back on them, on him. Too much. This was all just too much. He put both hands on the back of his head and forced himself to breathe and not wig out completely. Slowly he forced himself to turn back around as he dropped his hands to his waist. “Okay, let me get this straight. You pushed me my whole life to be some perfect kid who couldn’t be five minutes late without getting reamed out. And I busted my tail to make you proud of me or at least not disappointed in me, and all I ever got was grief about all the reasons I wasn’t good enough? Then, when I decide this is my life and I’m going to do it my way, you show up and want me to… what? What do you want me to do, Dad? What?” 
 
    “N-n-nothing,” his father said simply. “I j-just wanted you to know this wasn’t about you. It was m-me trying to fix the m-mess I had made of everyone’s life, and I tried to do it through you, and that wasn’t f-fair.” 
 
    That dragged Nelson’s gaze right down to the carpet, and his eyes closed on the pain sweltering inside him. “No, you’re right. It wasn’t. It wasn’t fair, Dad. Do you have any idea how it felt trying to be perfect all the time and knowing I wasn’t? Knowing that no matter what, I was never, ever good enough to deserve for you to even notice me? I mean, what did I have to do? Everything I ever did was to make you proud of me, but I knew… I always knew it was never going to be enough.” 
 
    “N-Nelson.” His dad stood and took only one step. “It-it was enough. Always. It was enough. I was proud of you. I just… I didn’t want to get in your way. I didn’t want to be the reason you turned out like I did.” 
 
    “But I didn’t. Can’t you see that? Okay, so I’m not making some of the choices you wanted me to make, but…” 
 
    “No, Nelson. That t-t-too.” He let out a hard breath. “M-my dad want-want-wanted me to be an engineer. He wanted to build bridges. He wanted m-me to build-build bridges. I just wanted to play the drums.” His face turned sheepish. “They were a way I c-could get out the an-anger at how unfair life was.” 
 
    Nelson wasn’t sure anything in the world had ever made so much sense to him as that one, single, solitary thing did at that moment. In fact, it made so much sense, he actually laughed out loud as he put his hands on his waist and ducked to look at the carpet for a second. One more, and he raised his gaze as he brushed at his nose with his thumb before crossing his arms. “Like father, like son, I guess, huh?” 
 
    It was the first smile he’d seen on his father’s face in far too long. “The apple doesn’t f-fall far from the tree.” 
 
    Just like that, as he stood there, looking at his father, forgiveness began to inch into Nelson. He had always thought his father hard, cold, demanding, and unreasonable, but in that instant, he saw him as simply human. With a small shake of his head, Nelson sniffed before letting out a breath. “You know what? I’m glad you came tonight. I am.” He nodded. “I think I needed this.” 
 
    “I’m-I’m glad.”  
 
    Thinking it all through in the pause between the beats of his heart, Nelson knew it was time to let go of the past and try to start a new chapter with his dad. A step and two more and he was in his father’s arms. It was better than he ever could have imagined it would be. 
 
    “I love you,” his father whispered, holding him. 
 
    “I love you too, Dad.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson’s dad decided to stay the night, and as a show of good faith, Nelson gave up his own bed to sleep on the couch. With everything that had happened still swirling in his mind, long after they had gone to bed, he turned on the television to watch the end of Phantom.  
 
    Every song, every scene now held so much meaning for him. He watched, letting the story sink deeper and deeper into his soul. When Christine came back to give the phantom the ring back at the end, Nelson’s heart skipped like a stone across a pond. She loved the phantom on one level, but in the end, she couldn’t love him enough to stay. His actions had poisoned any love they might have had a chance of ever sharing, and so she walked away from all the pain he had caused her, leaving with the other guy. Raoul, the perfect. 
 
    Nelson couldn’t help but wonder if that’s how his story would end as well. Was everything he had done too much for love to overcome between him and Paige? Then he thought about his father and their discussion earlier. In a way it gave him hope. If the two of them could patch things up, maybe anything was possible. He thought about all the people praying for him. One more miracle, he thought only to himself. Just one more. 
 
    However, it was at the end of the movie that Nelson saw something he had seen before but had never really understood. The phantom, knowing Christine had left with Raoul, took the candlestick and broke the mirrors. Always when Nelson had watched it before, he had thought this a final fit of anger, but this time, he saw something, understood something different about the action… It took him a minute to make the connection. His mind flashed back to ‘The Truman Show’ and ‘Eternal Sunshine.’ 
 
    The breaking of the mirrors wasn’t just a letting go of what could never be, it was the phantom choosing to leave the walls that had trapped him to begin with. He broke through the mirror and stepped through it to the other side just like Truman had done at the top of those stairs and Joel and Clementine did in the hallway. It was the culmination of having made the painful journey of self-discovery and deliberately choosing a new life. As Nelson fell asleep, he wondered what was on the other side of that mirror. Maybe, if he used his imagination, he could see it, catch hold of it, and make it a reality in his own life. Maybe that was the definition of a miracle—to take off the mask, smash the mirror, and finally, finally walk out of hell. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Break the mirror. Walk out of hell. Stop hiding. 
 
    The thoughts drifted through Nelson the entire night. By morning, when he woke up on the couch, he wasn’t at all sure where he was at first. Slowly he looked around to get his bearings, and then he heard the voices, quiet voices, almost happy voices in the kitchen. They were trying hard to not make noise, and sleepily he smiled at that. Somehow it made him feel safe, and with that thought, he curled up with the pillow and fell back into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    When he awoke again, the house was quiet, the voices silent. Nelson carefully swung himself upright and rubbed his eyes before stretching and yawning. He hadn’t slept that hard in forever. With a breath, he dragged himself to standing, folded everything and got his feet moving. The first order of business was getting a handle on if anything had really changed or not. 
 
    He made it all the way to the kitchen where he found a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon on the counter. 
 
    Thought we’d let you sleep. Here’s breakfast. We’ll be back in an hour. – Dad 
 
    Funny, Nelson thought as he read it, an hour could mean practically anything. Still, it was nice of them to think to make him something. Sleep hadn’t really let go as he tossed the plate into the microwave, hit the buttons, and turned to lean on the counter to wait for his breakfast.  
 
    As he stood there, his thoughts wound backward past his father and Janet all the way to the torture session that was playing with Rev4 again. He rubbed the back of his neck, thinking about it. Closing his eyes, he let his mind search for a solution that wouldn’t break all of them in half. Break the mirror. Walk out of hell. Stop listening to the lies. 
 
    It sounded so easy in theory. 
 
    Just as the microwaved dinged, the garage door sounded. They were back. Time to see how real any of this was or wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    You busy? Lauren’s text came in to Paige at nearly 10:30. 
 
    Paige knew that summons was inevitable after the night before. Just studying, or trying to. You? 
 
    Need to get out of the house. Noah the great is back. 
 
    That drew a smile out of Paige. Excuse or not, she couldn’t leave her friend hanging. Come on over. We’ll not study together. 
 
    Be there in ten. 
 
      
 
    “So Janet said you went to play with the guys last night,” his father said when Nelson had sat at the little table. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How was that?” 
 
    Funny, how this time Nelson could hear the difference in the speech pattern he’d never noticed before. Then again, maybe he hadn’t noticed because that was always just the way his father talked. Whatever the reason, he heard it all so differently now.  
 
    “Good I guess.” He scooped eggs into his mouth, not at all sure where his father might be going with this. 
 
    “You guess?” his dad asked as Janet went through the room and right on into the living room. 
 
    There was a time Nelson would have heard that as a challenge or as a confirmation of the fact that he wasn’t handling something well. This time, however, it sounded almost… concerned.  
 
    He let out a breath, trying to keep his emotions over the whole thing in check. “Yeah. I don’t know. I guess I just thought it would be different with them now. I mean, it is different. It’s…” Nelson gave up trying to put words to it as his father sat down in the chair next to him. That wasn’t helping. 
 
    His father slumped slightly. “Well, people do move on, Nels. They change…” 
 
    “Yeah. I know that. It’s just…” He sat back and toyed with a piece of bacon on his plate. “Things kind of got… weird… when I was here for Christmas.” 
 
    “Weird? Like what?” 
 
    “I…” Nelson ducked, not wanting to admit just how stupid he had been. “Well, they kind of closed ranks when I was gone, not… not to shut me out, but because…” 
 
    Instead of prodding, poking, or advising, his dad sat just listening. That was a new experience for Nelson, one he wasn’t sure how to deal with. 
 
    “Wes is still cool, you know?” he finally continued. “But Greg… Well, he’s going with Paige now.” 
 
    “Paige, the girl… from before you left.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    His father nodded slowly. 
 
    “But it’s not just that. It’s…” Nelson was fighting to put words to how drastically his friendship with Greg had shifted. “It’s like he hates me now, and not because of Paige. Or not all because of Paige. It’s like he’s mad at me for something.” Closing his eyes, he shook his head. “I don’t know. At Christmas, we almost had it out at his house, and they weren’t even going together then. At least I don’t think they were. But it was like… it was like he wanted to tear me apart for some reason. They all did. I just… I mean, I get it, you know? I left. I did. Okay. But really? You know? Really? I mean, Tay left and they don’t hate her.” 
 
    “H-have you asked him? Have you t-talked to him about it?” 
 
    That dragged Nelson’s gaze down and stuck it to the plate. “I don’t even know what I would say to him at this point.” 
 
    “Maybe you need to hear what h-he has to say.” 
 
      
 
    “So did you have fun last night?” Lauren asked when they’d been sitting on Paige’s floor pouring over their respective books for a good thirty minutes. 
 
    “It was cool.” Paige flipped through her economics as she finished up her review. “You?” 
 
    “Yeah. Kinda weird with Nelson back though, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Explain supply and demand, complete with at least two examples. “I guess.” 
 
    Lauren said nothing for a very long minute before she glanced over at her friend. “Kinda gotta feel a little sorry for the guy, you know? I mean it’s gotta be tough to come back and everything be so different.” 
 
    “I thought you hated him.” 
 
    “I did. I do. But not really because of him. Mostly because of what he did to you.” 
 
    Paige shrugged as she finished all the easy ones and started again at the top. “It’s life. Besides, he’s a guy. What did I expect?” 
 
    That dropped sadness onto Lauren’s face. “I’m not… I mean, you know, maybe…” 
 
    “Maybe what?” 
 
    “Maybe… It’s just that… seeing you guys together again…” 
 
    The laugh Paige let out was soft and filled with hurt and sarcasm. “We’re not together.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that, but…” 
 
    “No. Lauren. We’re not. We’re not together. It’s not like that now. Not anymore.” 
 
    Lauren sighed. “I just… I guess I see how he looks at you, how you look at him, and I think, that’s how it’s supposed to be, you know? Shouldn’t you want to be with the guy who can’t take his eyes off of you?” 
 
    “Can’t take his eyes off of me?” Paige shook her head. “That’s just stupid romantic stuff. It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” Lauren asked as if that had just pierced her heart. “Because it sure feels like it does when the two of you are around each other.” 
 
    Paige shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m with Greg now. Nelson’s in the past. It’s better off for everyone if he just stays there.” 
 
    For a long moment, Paige thought that Lauren would be smart enough to leave it there. End of story. Move on. She thought it, but she thought wrong. 
 
    “Okay, don’t hate me for this, but can you really say you don’t feel anything when you look at Nelson? Anything at all?” Lauren asked in a hard rush of words. “I mean, really?” 
 
    Somehow Paige was suddenly being dragged down a road she definitely did not want to go down. “Really. I don’t… I mean…” Unfortunately the memory of him standing there telling them all he was leaving jerked over her heart, and she couldn’t even finish that lie. 
 
    “That’s what I mean, Paige. It’s the butterflies, you know. It’s how I feel when Wes walks into a room. It was how you looked at Nels that night after the concert.” 
 
    “I didn’t… Psh.” Paige waved her off. “I’m not… I don’t have butterflies.” 
 
    “Really? You’re going to sit there and honestly say that to me?” Lauren slid her book off her lap as if prepared to die on this hill in this fight.  
 
    “No. I don’t. I can’t. Okay? I’m with Greg now. End of story.” 
 
    “I know, and Greg’s a great guy. He is. But can you honestly say when you’re with Greg that it feels like it does when you’re around Nelson? I mean you and Greg are great friends, I’ll give you that, but it’s just not the same.” 
 
    Paige heard what her friend was saying. It just hurt too bad to acknowledge. “Yeah, well, there’s more to life than butterflies. Now can we please get some studying done? I’d really like to actually graduate here.” 
 
      
 
    Knowing he would probably live to regret it, Nelson texted Wes and found out Greg would most likely be at Subs for an early shift. His heart kept asking him if he really thought this was a good idea, but his will was dragging him forward heedless of the recklessness of it. All he knew was they needed to get this settled between the two of them, one way or the other. 
 
    He pulled into the Subs parking lot and found Greg’s car in one of the back spaces. Before he got out, he texted LJ. Prayers appreciated if you’ve got a few to spare. 
 
    Getting out, he had to coach himself to keep his feet moving forward. At the door to the restaurant, he breathed one more prayer and jerked the door open. 
 
    “Welcome to…” Greg looked up from the line and the welcome fell apart and dropped between them.  
 
    “Hey,” Nelson said, ducking like he might get hit even though Greg was on the other side of the counter. 
 
    “Yeah. Hey.” Just like that Greg went to wiping down the line. “What can I get you?” 
 
    Thankfully it was early enough that the place was empty. “Uh, I uh… Listen, you got a minute? I was wondering if we could… talk.” 
 
    The look of disgust Greg gave him looked like it tasted bad, but after a moment, he went to the back. “I’m gonna take my break a little early.” 
 
    “K. Just don’t go very far,” the voice replied. 
 
    “I won’t.” Coming back around, Greg went through the little swinging gate on one push. “I don’t have long. The lunch rush will be starting soon.” 
 
    “Okay.” Nelson watched as Greg stalked over to one of the booths, slid into one side, and put his back up to the wall before crossing his arms. Slowly, carefully, Nelson sat on the other side like he was on trial. He wasn’t sure where to start and before he found it, Greg shook his head. 
 
    “So talk already,” Greg said, and anger bled from the words. 
 
    “O… kay. Well, I think we need to talk about what happened.” 
 
    “What? That you became a jerk or that you smashed Paige to smithereens?” 
 
    Nelson absorbed both blows. “Probably the jerk part, at least to begin with.” With everything in him, he wanted to say he was sorry, to justify his actions, to tell Greg things happen, and that he needed to lighten up. But Nelson held all of that back. Instead, he said, “You’re right. You are. I was a jerk—to you, to Paige, to all of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you were,” Greg said, and his gaze went down to his fingers. “I just…” He let out a breath and shook his head but didn’t keep going. 
 
    “Just what? Say it, okay? I need to hear it.” 
 
    “You just…,” Greg started again, and this time the words looked painful. “You just left, and you didn’t even call or text or try or nothing. I mean, it was like you couldn’t get away from us fast enough.” The hurt started pouring down his friend’s face as well as through his words. “I… tried at first. You know? I mean, I called. I texted you, but… it was like you were always too busy with all of your new friends to even care about us. It was like we didn’t even matter to you anymore.” 
 
    Nelson remembered those first few weeks. The fear. Being completely overwhelmed. He hadn’t wanted to think about how much it hurt to be so far away from his friends, so it was easier to not think about his friends at all. Any of them. How many texts from Wes and Greg had gone unanswered? How many phone calls unreturned? Enough that they finally had stopped altogether. 
 
    “And then there’s Paige,” Greg said as anger overtook even the hurt, and he spun to face Nelson in the booth. “Do you have any idea what you did to her? Any at all?” Greg shook his head in disgust. “I didn’t think she would ever get through that. And you… Oh, yeah, you just went right on with life like she didn’t even exist anymore. She went through hell because of you. You know that? We all did. I wasn’t even sure we were all going to stay friends there for a while. I thought I was going to lose all of you. Tay, you, Wes. You guys were more than friends to me, and you guys just up and left like it was no big deal. Sayonara. See ya later. Have a nice life.” 
 
    Although he thought the diatribe was over, it turned out Greg was just getting started. 
 
    “Then you showed up at Christmas. I mean, you didn’t even call. You didn’t text. Nothing. Just showed up at the door like we were all going to be so happy to see you. Seriously? What was that? It was like you came back to light the last sticks of dynamite that didn’t go off the first time.” He bent his head to his sleeve and swiped it there. “I’ve never seen anybody like that, like she was that night. Never.” Slowly he shook his head. “You destroyed her. She needed you. She trusted you. So did I. And then you just trashed it all like none of it meant anything to you, and you left again. What kind of sick game is that anyway?” 
 
    Somehow these words from the guy who had been his very best friend for four years breached the stone walls Nelson had put up around his heart.  
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Nelson said, letting his friend’s words jab into him, piercing those walls, “I think Paige is lucky to have you. I do. I really do.” He hated the words, but he meant them sincerely. “She is. She needs someone who isn’t going to bail on her because it’s easier.” 
 
    Greg’s face dropped into hatred. “I’m not you.” 
 
    “I know. I know that. But just… don’t take all of this out on Paige, okay? This is between you and me.” 
 
    The hatred in Greg’s eyes dropped to a whole new level. “Like I said, I’m not you.” 
 
    The bells dinged, and their gazes jumped that direction.  
 
    A second and Greg’s gaze became steel hard as it came back to Nelson. “Stay away from Paige.” Greg stood from the table then and knocked his knuckle on it twice. “I’m not kidding. You’ve hurt her enough already. She doesn’t need any more from you. Stay away from her, or you’re going to have me to deal with.”  
 
    And with that, his former best friend walked away. 
 
      
 
    Nelson slunk out of Subs, heartbroken and hurting, and with nowhere else to go, he headed back to Janet’s. His dad and Janet were gone again. That was just as well. He really didn’t want to be around anyone anyway. Going to his room, he gave up fighting the melancholy melodies underpinning every move he made. Greg was right. His stupid selfishness had busted them all up. 
 
    He sat down on the bed and his gaze landed on the guitar. With one motion, he scooped it up from the stand and bent into the task of retuning it. He wished he had a piano, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Finally strumming, he caught onto one of the melodies floating across his heart in a minor key that held only guilt and pain. That’s how all the songs in him were now—sad and filled with regret for things that could never be changed. 
 
    Reaching over, he grabbed a notebook and flipped it open to a blank page. 
 
    There’s all kinds of broken in the world 
 
    Broken hearts 
 
    Broken promises. 
 
    Broken up people 
 
    Who don’t know how  
 
    to put the shattered pieces back together… 
 
      
 
    When Greg called to see if Paige wanted to go out later, she knew she should say no because she really did need to study. However, now was not the time to make him start questioning their relationship. “Okay. Uh, sure. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “They’re playing that movie thing in the park tonight,” he said. “I thought we could go check it out.” 
 
    “K. Did you call Wes and Lauren?” The idea of a whole night of being under that microscope hurt her head so bad it made her want to cry, but she knew she needed to ask. Keeping up appearances. Isn’t that what they called it? 
 
    “Nah. I thought it would be nice for us just to hang out together, just the two of us… if that’s cool with you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The weight of everything dropped off of her, and she could breathe again. “That sounds great.” 
 
      
 
    Greg showed up to get her around 7:30, and Paige happily let him take her hand as they went out to his car. He opened her door and helped her inside. He was such a gentleman. Driving out, he put on a CD. It was a soft love song, and Paige appreciated the effort he was clearly making. 
 
    He glanced over at her. “Sorry it was such short notice.” 
 
    Her smile was genuine. “It’s fine. I’m just glad it worked.” Putting her hand over, she didn’t reach for his, but she was glad when he took the hint and took her hand. “How’s work been?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, same old, same old. How’s school?” 
 
    “Crazy.” She rolled her eyes. “Last week. It’s insane how fast it got here.” 
 
    He smiled over at her softly. “But you’re good, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, grateful to him for keeping her in one piece. “I’m great.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson had written three songs, and not one of them had helped anything. Finally he called LJ and they talked about why God didn’t just fix things and how some situations weren’t snap your fingers easy. After the call, he had eaten with his dad and Janet, and he had to say it was actually almost pleasant. His dad seemed different, more relaxed, not as tightly wound. He couldn’t explain it, but he could feel it.  
 
    With the dishes done, he went back to his room and gave up on the song writing for the day. Instead, he pulled out his laptop, meaning to do some work on the hunt for work. However, his willpower betrayed him, and he clicked over to her FriendsLink page instead. How was he ever going to get himself to forget her? Greg was right. And being around them was just too hard. The only problem was, now that he was home, running into them even without meaning to was nearly inevitable. 
 
    As he thought through that, his phone rang. He picked it up and sighed. Wes. Great. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, the melancholy catching him in one syllable. 
 
    “Hey,” Wes said. “Okay, listen, this is going to sound like it’s coming from left field, but Lauren and I were just talking here. I know you said before about you going to church back in Seattle, and we were wondering if you’re thinking about going tomorrow.” 
 
    Church. Great. Nelson put his head back on the wall. “Uh, don’t know. Hadn’t really thought about it.” 
 
    “Well, you should. You can come with us. My mom and I usually sit with Lauren’s family, and we’d love it if you joined us. We can even go eat afterward, just hang out and catch up if that works for you.” 
 
    No screamed through him. All he could see was him sitting there in a church watching Greg’s arm be around Paige. “Oh, man, I don’t…” 
 
    “Oh, come on. Don’t say no, Nels. Don’t. Okay? We want you to come.” 
 
    Somehow he had to get out the real reason so Wes would understand and not push this. “Yeah, well, I’m not real sure everyone would feel the same way.” 
 
    Wes went silent for a second. “Everyone? I don’t… Oh. Do you…? Oh, yeah. Hm. I guess you probably don’t know this, but there’s not just one church here in town.” The longer he went, the more Wes sounded like he was treading on tacks. “Greg and Paige go to one of the other ones.” 
 
    “Oh.” That surprised Nelson almost enough for him to say yes.  
 
    “So it’s not like we’re going to just bump into them or anything.” In the pause, Nelson heard Wes’s heart. “We really do want you to come, Nels. Really.” 
 
    Greg’s hurt face drifted over Nelson’s heart. What had he said about them thinking they didn’t even matter to him anymore? As hard as this was, he didn’t want to blow off Wes, especially since his friend was trying so hard not to let go. “Okay. Yeah. Sure. I’ll be there.” 
 
      
 
    It had been a nice evening, relaxing under the stars, feeling Greg right there. By the time they got to her door after the movie, Paige was almost sure she had convinced herself once again that Greg was the real Mr. Right for her. So long as she didn’t let herself think about Nelson, it was almost easy.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, holding onto Greg’s hand with both of hers. “I needed that.” 
 
    At her door, he turned to her and brushed her hair back off her shoulders. “Anything for you. I love you, you know that right?” 
 
    Pulling into his embrace, she closed her eyes, willing herself to feel the butterflies. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning Nelson found himself totally out-of-place in the large gathering area of a church he’d never even driven by. He had no map for where to go with this and no manual for how to do it either. Maybe he shouldn’t have come. 
 
    “Nels!” someone said behind him, and he turned to find not just Wes but Lauren there as well. They were holding hands, looking so in love they might as well be the cake topper on a wedding cake. 
 
    “Hey.” Nelson put his hand out to shake Wes’s. “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    Wes laughed. “Only you could be ten minutes early and think you’re late.” 
 
    Putting his hands on his waist, Nelson had no choice but to look down at Lauren. That never got any easier. “Hey, Lauren.” 
 
    “Hi.” With a timid smile, she stepped over to him and right into his arms. 
 
    That threw Nelson into even more turmoil. Somehow he hugged her but barely before she went right back to Wes’s side and latched back onto his hand. 
 
    “We’re really glad you came,” Lauren said, and suddenly Nelson was as speechless as he had ever been. 
 
    “Oh, well, uh, th-thanks for inviting me.” 
 
    “Come on,” Wes said. “The fams are already in there.” 
 
      
 
    And so, Nelson found himself smack dab in the middle of the fams as Wes called them. How one person could feel so out of their element, Nelson wasn’t sure. He wished for the piano in the chapel and Pastor Mark, LJ and Yoli. Just why he felt so much more conspicuous here, he did not know. 
 
    When they stood for the opening song, Wes handed him a book and pointed out the page. Nelson had no choice but to accept it and try to follow along. It wasn’t easy. Thankfully after a song and a few prayers, they all sat for the sermon. 
 
    “God is in the business of creation,” the pastor said. He was older than Pastor Mark and much more formal in his delivery style. In fact, the whole service was more old-school than hip-modern-college chapel style. “From Genesis until now, God has been and is forming the world, forming each of us, molding us into the creation He made us to be. The problem is we get sidetracked by all these other voices in our lives, voices that call us away from God and tempt us back into the world. Jesus said, ‘In the world, you’re going to have turmoil and trials, but be of good cheer for I have overcome the world.’ 
 
    “So how do we know which one we’re walking with? How do we know that out in the world we’re following God’s path and not the world’s? I’ll tell you the surest way I know to know. If the voice in your head sounds panicked and stressed out about how to fix things or do things or what to do or how to do it, that is not God. That’s the enemy trying to plant seeds of doubt, division, and confusion in your heart. If the voice in your head condemns you and confuses or discourages you, that is not God. God is ever-patient with us. He works with us, not against us. He guides us, lights our path, comforts and reassures us. 
 
    “If you’re worried about the future or about the present or about the past even, that’s not God. God holds all time in His hands and so He is never frantic. In fact, God is not bound by time at all. He exists outside of time. So if there was something in your past that you need healing from, ask God to heal it—back then. Ask Him to be in that time when you said that thing or did that thing or that thing was done to you, and ask Him to heal you even back then. When you do that, you draw His power into your life all the way across the timeline—from then to now and on into eternity. If there is something you’re facing in the future, a difficult decision or discussion, put it in His hands. Every time it comes to mind, just say, ‘God, I believe You’ve got this. Show me what to do and how to do it. What to say and how to say it. I believe in Your victory. Show me how to get there.’ 
 
    “Remember, God’s love is ever-patient, ever-kind, ever-hopeful. God isn’t rushed or frantic, afraid or defeated, and because you are His child, you should not allow the enemy to convince you that you should be doubtful, discouraged, condemned or defeated either. When you learn to walk as a child of the King, you learn to walk fearlessly, stepping into situations that look hopeless and watching as God transforms them into glorious victory for all involved, for all involved. Because God doesn’t play win-lose games. With God, He always pulls out a win-win for everyone. When you get that, when you believe that and hold onto it with all of your heart and soul, you will see miracles happen even when all hope looks lost.  
 
    “The enemy wants you to believe in hopelessness. He wants nothing more than for you to lay down and quit. But God says to us over and over again, ‘Stand and see the salvation of God I bring on your behalf.’ Work for the solution. Pray for the solution. Believe God for the solution. And watch Him do the impossible.” 
 
      
 
    When the service was over, Wes insisted that Nelson join them for lunch. Probably he should have begged off, but truly, he needed the safety net of Wes’s stalwart friendship. It was Lauren who still gave him cause for concern. Truthfully, he was having a really hard time reading her these days. She’d always been so antagonistic toward him, so hateful, especially at Christmas. So just why she was suddenly being nice was anybody’s guess, and it made him even more wary of just what her intentions were. Was this nicer side of her just a ruse? That was the only thing that made sense, and honestly, he didn’t want to find out if it was. 
 
    The feeling that he was about to be ambushed only intensified when they’d been at The Ranch House ten minutes and Wes got a phone call. He pulled the thing out, not looking very happy about it. “Hello?” He ducked, listened, and nodded as the conversation died completely between them in the little booth.  
 
    Lauren took a drink of her water, and Nelson looked away. Without Wes as a buffer, whatever small detente to their personal animosity they had been building collapsed. Without him, the two of them were far more enemies than friends. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I have it in my car,” Wes said with a glance at the two of them. “Yeah, I can get it. No problem.” 
 
    As Nelson watched with growing concern, his friend slid out of his side of the booth with absolutely no warning. 
 
    “It’s Mom,” Wes said to the two of them. “I gotta give her this number. I’ll be right back.” And just like that he left them there. Alone. Together.  
 
    Great. Now what? All Nelson could think was ‘check please’ even though all they had gotten of their meal was their water. 
 
    “Well,” Lauren said after a full minute of Wes being gone. She put her hands on the table and looked over at Nelson with a forced smile that looked about as uncomfortable with all of it as he felt.  
 
    It was like neither of them knew how to be with the other without Wes there to glue them together. Awkward didn’t even come close. 
 
    Nelson put his head down and took a drink just to have something to do. “Yeah.” 
 
    For another long minute nothing between them moved though The Ranch House was as noisy and chaotic as ever. Glancing over at the sports bar, Nelson wondered just who had thought to put together a restaurant that was at once a steakhouse, sports bar, and dance hall all at the same time. It was enough to give a sane person a headache. 
 
    “You know, for what it’s worth,” Lauren finally said with a sigh, “you should know that Wes never gave up on you.” 
 
    That pulled Nelson’s gaze up and over to her before it fell back to his drink. He didn’t know what to say to that, so he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I think all the rest of us did, but not Wes…” She shook her head. “Just don’t push him away, okay? I mean don’t just because of the rest of us. He’s really worried about you. He has been.” 
 
    Slowly Nelson nodded, having known that but glad for the confirmation of it. 
 
    “And I know this has to be weird for you,” she continued, “with Greg and everything. And honestly, I can’t say I was all that thrilled you were coming back.” 
 
    Well, the girl was honest if nothing else. A big part of Nelson wished she would stop being honest, or at least stop talking. However, neither were looking all that likely. 
 
    “But now that you’re here…” Her words trailed off. A breath more and she leaned closer to him. “Okay, I probably shouldn’t say this, but don’t give up… on Paige. I mean, I know how things are right now, but I also know that things aren’t always the way they look. It’s like me and Wes before we got together. He thought it was a bad idea because he was so much older than me. I knew he thought I was a bad idea, but he just kept showing up, you know? Like when I really needed someone, when I could really just use a friend, he was always there. I think eventually just him being my friend through everything was what ended up showing me how much he loved me. Okay, granted that took a while for us to figure out and work through, too, but eventually we did, and I think we’re stronger for it now because we’re not based on some shallow ‘I love you,’ ‘I love you too’ thing. It’s real. 
 
    “I just don’t think you build something like that with someone overnight though. It takes time and working through things and not giving up even when it gets rough.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that softly. “Yeah, well, I don’t think there’s much chance of it working out now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    That slammed into Nelson. There was no way Lauren could be that clueless. “Well, for one thing, she’s with Greg now if you haven’t noticed.” Probably he should have been more circumspect in his choice of words and tone, but she was bringing up things he was desperately trying to bury. 
 
    “She’s scared, Nelson. You both are. Don’t you see that? Don’t get me wrong, Greg is a great guy… for someone else. But for Paige, he’s just not you.” 
 
    That barreled into him even harder, and a wicked slice of anger clawed right through him. “Hold up. What happened to stay away from my best friend or I’ll rip out your liver?” 
 
    “Do you blame me?” she asked, and the fire in her was back. “If someone else had done to her what you did, would you have been thrilled to see them waltz back in and do it again?” 
 
    Nelson’s gaze hit the table as his anger at her turned in on him in one breath. “No.” 
 
    “No. Of course you wouldn’t. Let me tell you something about Paige. That girl will go to the mat for someone she loves. She will put herself aside and put everything else away to help you out, to be there for you, to do what she needs to do… for you. When they say love is an action not a noun, that’s Paige. She doesn’t always get it right, but she loves with all of her heart, all-in, no-holds-barred, and no matter what it’s going to cost her either. I just think before you left, she didn’t realize that doing that could ever hurt so much, that it really could cost her everything.” Lauren stopped and a thought crossed her face. “In a lot of ways, it’s like Wes was with me actually.” 
 
    She smiled at memories Nelson could only guess at. “He stuck by me even when I was making some pretty questionable decisions in the relationship department. It wasn’t easy for either one of us, and it’s not been easy for Paige either. I just don’t want you to give up on her because right now it doesn’t look like you wanted it to.” 
 
    “I don’t…” 
 
    “Be her friend, Nelson,” Lauren said. “Love her enough to be there for her how she needs you to be. Give her the space she needs to figure it out. Just don’t… don’t give up on her, okay? Because no matter how it looks, she didn’t give up on you.” 
 
    When Wes came back, he asked how things were going, and Lauren said, “Good.”  
 
    Nelson was having trouble figuring out if good was the word he would have used. Greg had told him in no uncertain terms to stay away from Paige, and now Lauren was telling him not to give up. Of course, that made no sense because Lauren had been the most anti-Nelson of all of them. 
 
    Even after he got back home later, he thought about her words, “Be her friend. Love her enough to be there for her how she needs you to be. Give her the space she needs to figure it out. Just don’t give up on her. Because no matter how it looks, she didn’t give up on you.” 
 
    She didn’t give up on you. He thought about that over and over again. It was exactly what he had felt the night he’d called her from the little bench in Seattle. For as much grief and heartache as he had caused her, and by now it was pretty clear to him just how much that actually was, she had tossed all of that aside the second he needed her. 
 
    As he lay on his bed, his thoughts turned back to the movies as they did so often now. He had thought their love like the phantom and Christine, fragile, forced, and ultimately doomed to failure because she couldn’t love someone as broken as he was. But in this light, it felt more like Charity with Barnum. As stupid as Barnum had been, walking away from his family and her to try to prove to the world he was worth something, in the end, her love for him was the one constant that gave him a place to come home to. 
 
    Nelson closed his eyes at that thought. There were so many things he had thought about coming home and what that meant. So many times he had tried to explain his reasons for it, and yes, all those reasons were important components of why he had come back. But in all of it, the truth was, for him, Paige was home. Paige was his safety in the storm. Paige was love like he’d never known it before and now knew he would never find with anyone else like her. 
 
    At that thought, he got up and went over to the books stacked and strewn in boxes and atop the little desk. He didn’t stop until he found what he was looking for, and when he did, he knew this was the piece that had finally brought him home. 
 
    Opening the notebook, he sat down on the floor under the window and flipped to the page with the scribbled words, her words and his, intertwined so tightly that he didn’t remember anymore which were which. Like the tapestry that had hung on the church wall, it was created out of single word-threads, woven together to create something truly amazing, beautiful and one-of-a-kind. 
 
    Only together does life feel right. He put his head back and smiled at the simple truth in those words. Only when I’m with you can I ever hope to fly… What had she said that last day on the play equipment just before he left—that she never wanted to be the reason he didn’t fly.  
 
    Nelson let out a breath of pure understanding. What if their song was right? What if he couldn’t fly without her? Give me a chance, a chance to show you… That only together everything is right… Everything is right. 
 
    With a sniff, he continued down the words, hearing the melody as familiar to him as his own heartbeat. Suddenly I’ve lost control of my life. I’ve let go of having my own way. You’ve captured me heart, body, and soul, and now all I want is to be… with you. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    You’re every dream I’ve been dreaming of. You’re everything I need. You’re everything I’ve been searching for. You’re everything to me. 
 
    Dreams. Northwestern. The future. The present. The past. All of it, and now suddenly he realized none of the rest of it even mattered if she wasn’t in his life. 
 
    ‘Cause only together does life feel right. Only when I’m with you can I ever hope to fly. Give me a chance, a chance to show you that only together everything is right… Everything is right. 
 
    All-in, no-holds-barred, love beyond stupid mistakes and bad decisions and even being with someone else. What had Lauren said about Wes just being there for her when she really needed someone? Nelson didn’t at all know how to do that or what it would look like. It certainly didn’t feel like it would lead to them ever being together. Then again, he had done love wrong so many times maybe it was time to try it this way. It felt strange to him even as he sat there thinking about it. 
 
    He’d always thought of love as the whole ‘I love you’ ‘I love you too’ thing, but maybe that was phantom love, selfish love, love for the moment that felt great but didn’t have a prayer of lasting past someone disappointing the other. He didn’t want that kind of love with Paige, and only then as he thought about it did he realize that’s why this one had always felt so different to him. Not because of his love but because of hers. That was how she loved—not for her, but for him. The only question now was, could he ever learn to do the same for her? 
 
      
 
   


 
  




Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    With Greg calling every single night and texting before and after school, Paige hardly had time to study. It was like life had hit a gear she did not know existed.  
 
    “So what’s plans for tonight?” Lauren asked on Friday when Paige showed up at her locker for the last time. “You know, after everything.” 
 
    Plans. After everything. It was strange to think of what life would be like after she walked across that stage, diploma in hand. “Not sure. Greg thinks we should go to Kensley’s for a while, check it out. I think Dylan’s having something too, so that’s an option.” 
 
    “Well, Wes was just wondering. Are you going to the auditorium now for practice?” 
 
    “I was thinking about it.” 
 
    “Can it really be that hard to walk down an aisle and across a stage? They’re not even going to let us do that today.” 
 
    Paige laughed at her friend’s theatrics. “Yeah, but they’re going to put us in order.” 
 
    “Hnnn.” Lauren crumpled her face. “Alphabetical? That means I have to sit by Victor McMillian. Isn’t 13 years of that enough?” 
 
    “Come on, you,” Paige said, hooking her arm in her friend’s. “I’m pretty sure you’ll live through it one more time.” 
 
    “Okay, but if I don’t, I’m taking you with me.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    The first real test of Nelson’s newfound ‘be her friend’ plan showed up on Friday afternoon. He was out and about, still trying to find work when Wes’s text came in. 
 
    You ARE coming tonight, right? 
 
    Frustration hit Nelson like a head-on wreck with a semi going 80. “Wes, seriously?” he asked the phone without dialing the thing. “You really think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    Nelson put his fingers to the keys. Not really interested in getting into a fist fight while she walks across that stage. #BadForm 
 
    No, #BadForm is not showing up at all. ‘Sides, Lauren invited you, so you have to come. 
 
    As true as the Lauren thing was, she had asked him while they were eating after all, this was not a good idea. Nelson knew it in his bones. Why couldn’t they just leave well enough alone? 
 
    Maybe I’ll just come and sit in the back, come late, leave early. 
 
    Greg’ll be sitting with Paige’s folks. You can sit with me. 
 
    There wasn’t a thing Nelson liked about that plan, including Greg being the one that was sitting with Paige’s parents. 
 
    Do I have a choice? 
 
    No. I’ll save you a seat. Be there by 6:45. 
 
    6:45. Well, at least there was a time frame now for dying of a broken heart. 
 
      
 
    In the parking lot at the appointed time, Nelson sat, hands on the steering wheel even though the car was long-since off. This had to be the dumbest thing Wes had ever talked him into, and that was saying something. “Oh, man, Wes, I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    One more breath and Nelson popped the door open and stepped out. It took another ten seconds to get his smoke-colored jacket straight, not to mention deciding that the white shirt underneath wasn’t hopelessly off. “Well, here goes nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Paige had always thought the graduation get up a little silly. Long gowns and a square hat? Who had decided that was a good look? However, she took one look at Lauren and she couldn’t help but squeal her excitement.  
 
    “I can’t believe we made it,” Lauren said, giving Paige a quick hug that had both of them trying to get themselves back together afterward. Lauren checked on the perch of her hat before shaking out her hands. “Oh, my gosh. I’m so nervous. What if I trip on the stage? What if I fall off the stage?” 
 
    “Think positive thoughts,” Paige said as she drew her hands down in a quasi-yoga pose. “Breathe. Breathe.” 
 
    Next to her Lauren, mimicked her even closing her eyes.  
 
    “See, we’ve got this.” 
 
    “Seniors, it’s time. Please line up…” 
 
      
 
    The throng of people in the lobby and auditorium was unbelievable. It didn’t help that Nelson was simultaneously looking for someone and trying not to be seen by someone else. Finally he spotted Wes over on the far right side, sitting next to his mom, and Nelson headed that direction. Getting to his friend, he ducked and slid into the saved seat. He hadn’t seen Greg, so maybe he hadn’t been seen either, but he couldn’t be sure about that. 
 
    “You made it,” Wes said. 
 
    Nelson swiped at his nose as his gaze shot around him. “Still not sure this is a good idea.” 
 
    “It’s cool. I saw Greg and the Graysons earlier. They’re down front on the other side. I think you’re safe.” 
 
    “Boy, I hope so.” 
 
      
 
    Lifting her chin, Paige followed the trail of caps and gowns in front of her down the aisle as the strains of ‘Pomp and Circumstance’ swelled around her. She knew her parents and Taylor were somewhere, and as the line in front of her slowed, she did as well. It was all so strange. One more hour, and high school would be history. So many moments and memories, and they all met in this one that would change everything forever. 
 
    Down front, she joined the others and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with them. Arching her eyes up to the stage and the lights above her, she let the gratefulness for making it here find her heart. Her only real regret was that she hadn’t ever gotten up the nerve to tell Nelson he should come tonight. That was crazy to be thinking about that now, especially because she knew Greg was somewhere sitting with her own family. But the thought crossed her mind just the same.  
 
    It would’ve been nice to be able to share this night with all of her friends, Nelson included, but then again, some wishes were better off staying wishes. That, she knew, was one of them. No, she just needed to put him out of her mind and enjoy tonight. It too, would surely be over in a blink. 
 
      
 
    From his seat next to Wes, Nelson watched her walk in, and as crazy as he knew Wes was for even suggesting this, he was grateful that his friend hadn’t let him say no to coming. He was even more grateful when after the speeches, they started calling names. His heart caught sight of her as she stood in the line of students to mount the steps that would take her across that stage.  
 
    Happiness for her and tears of pride surged in him. Every step she took made him more thankful he was here to see this. Be her friend. Friends are there for friends, most especially in the big moments, and this was definitely a big moment in her life. 
 
    “Paige Grayson,” the woman read, and looking imminently poised and decidedly confident, Paige walked to the center of the stage, accepted her diploma, and smiled for the camera. Click. 
 
    It was a moment Nelson would remember forever. 
 
      
 
    Paige couldn’t keep the smile from her face as she followed the others out of the rows and up the aisle. She let out a breath of relief and pure joy. Finally. 
 
    The line slowed in front of her, and she stopped with it as graduates got to the back doors and the party started. She shook her head at them, not surprised but ready to be out there with them. Since the line was now moving at a snail’s pace, she let her gaze sweep across the auditorium. The orchestra in the back, the families with flowers, everyone all dressed up for the occasion.  
 
    And then, they were moving again. Up the aisle, through the door, and out into the light beyond. Lauren was somewhere on the other side, so Paige headed that direction, searching for her friend. Sure enough, they met smack in the middle of the lobby, and the squeals of joy peeled between them as they hugged each other, no longer worried about the caps or anything else. 
 
    “We did it!” Paige said, laughing with unadulterated glee. 
 
    “Oh, man, I thought I was going to pass out! I’m so glad that’s over,” Lauren said as dramatic as always. “Come on, let’s go find the guys.” And with that, Lauren grabbed Paige’s wrist and started dragging her through the wall-to-wall people who were now pouring from every crack and crevice of the entire space. 
 
    Paige held onto her hat as she was literally tugged along against the current that seemed to be moving in the opposite direction. “We’re never going to find them in all this.” 
 
    “They’re this way! I saw Wes when we came in…” 
 
    There was really no other option as Paige couldn’t have navigated the mess if she had tried. 
 
    “There they are,” Lauren said, and with that, she let go, leaving Paige to fend for herself.  
 
    “Lauren! Lauren!” Paige fought four people going the other way. “Laur…” At that moment, her gaze broke through the melee, and peaceful joy cracked right through her at the sight of Wes hugging Lauren as if all the world knew they were supposed to be together forever. For one tiny second, all was right with everything in her world, and then Paige glanced just behind them where Nelson’s gaze was waiting for hers. 
 
    Incomprehension washed over her as her heart thudded forward even as her feet stopped. “Nels…?” 
 
    “Paige!” Greg said, coming up behind her, and she turned to him, fighting to remember anything other than that look of apology and vulnerable happiness in Nelson’s eyes. 
 
    “Gre…,” she breathed, but that was all she got out before she was in his arms and being lifted from the floor.  
 
    “That was awesome. I’m so proud of you.” When he lowered her to the floor, he kissed her soundly, heedless of the venue and all of the witnesses. 
 
    “Ho… Thanks,” she said, grabbing for her cap when the kiss ended and he draped his arm around her, dislodging the thing. Suddenly she was spinning on adrenaline as a frightening sense of unreality overtook her. With no warning at all, Greg turned her away from Wes and Lauren and…  
 
    In the next breath they were face-to-face with not only her parents but with Taylor as well.  
 
    “Tay…” Paige said, blinking as the air went out but not back in. 
 
    “Hey, Paige.” Taylor stepped up to them, and Greg let go of her so her sister could hug her though his hand stayed on her back as if she might consider running. “Good job, little sis.” 
 
    “Th-thanks.” But she hardly got that out when they were literally surrounded by people—her parents, Lauren’s entire family, and even Greg’s mom and Emme. 
 
    “Congratulations, Paige,” Emme said when it was her turn to give Paige a hug. “This is for you.” 
 
    Tears sprang into Paige’s eyes as she accepted the little box from the sweet young girl. “Oh, Em, thank you. You didn’t have to do that.” She looked up at Greg’s mom who was smiling like a proud mother. 
 
    “Congratulations, Paige,” Sarah said, taking Paige into her arms. “We’re so proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks. Thank you. Thank you so much.” 
 
      
 
    From the outer rim of the circle of celebrating people, Nelson watched them all. One big happy family, and truth be told, he didn’t fit anywhere in it. 
 
    “Oh, pictures!” Paige’s mom said. “Come on, Lauren. We need pictures!” 
 
    Lauren hugged Wes’s mom and apologized before heading over to Paige. One hug of the two graduates and three cameras and multiple phones went off to capture the moment. 
 
    “Okay, now, Taylor, you and Paige,” their mother said. In seconds the deck was reshuffled, and that picture was captured as well. “Okay. Now, all of you. Wes, Greg…”  
 
    Nelson knew at that moment he should have left when he had the chance. 
 
    “Nelson, come on. All of you.” 
 
    If Greg hadn’t seen him before, he definitely saw him then. The look his former friend gave him could’ve fried bacon in a snowstorm. With everything in him, Nelson wanted to beg out, but he couldn’t do that with everyone standing there watching them. So, ducking, he slid his feet over to join the group, reluctant but trying really hard not to show it. Yeah, this wasn’t awkward at all.  
 
    There was no real thought to the process, only a jumble of people trying to line up, and in the next breath, Nelson realized he had somehow gotten sandwiched between Paige and Lauren.  
 
    “Oh. Okay,” he said, seeing it but not being able to fix it. What else to do? “Okay.” With that, he wound his arms around the back of both of them lightly. With Greg on the other side of Paige and Wes on the other side of Lauren, Nelson lost all track of Taylor. But it didn’t matter, it was all happening too fast to get a handle on the best way to line up without causing more trouble than he was already in. 
 
    “No, come on. You’re too spread out. Everybody’s going to have to squish in,” Paige’s mother said, and Nelson was pretty sure she didn’t know they were all about to spontaneously combust. “Great! Yeah. That’s better. That’s great! Now smile!” 
 
    Snap. Snap. Snap went all the parents’ cameras. It felt like they were on the red carpet or something. And then, they were taking other pictures. Pictures with the parents and family pictures. Long about the time Nelson considered disappearing altogether, Taylor decided to sidle over to where he was desperately trying to blend into the wall or slide out the door, one of the two. 
 
    “Hey, stranger,” Taylor said, coming right over to him and giving him an enormous hug that was neither subtle nor short. When the hug finally broke, she didn’t really move out from under his arm. “Wow. I can’t believe you’re back. Just couldn’t stay away from us, huh?” 
 
    He half-ducked and half-shrugged. “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “So Greg said you’re here to stay now, and you’re going to Tech in the fall?” 
 
    “Yep. That’s the plan.” 
 
      
 
    From her position next to Greg for the final few pictures, Paige tried not to notice the reunion going on over by the doors. She tried, but she wasn’t very successful. 
 
    “That’s great,” her mother said. “One more close up. Smile, you two!” 
 
    Either Paige was tired of smiling, or she had forgotten just why she was smiling in the first place. She managed one, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    “Great,” her mother said, and the camera dropped. “So are you going to come home and change?” 
 
    “Oh.” It was like being dropped back into a reality you had forgotten you were even a part of. Paige looked at Greg, having no idea how to answer that. 
 
    “I can take you,” he said with a tiny shrug. “No problem.” 
 
    “Okay.” Why did she sound so breathless and disconcerted? “Uh, yeah, I guess so…”  
 
    Without her permission, her gaze betrayed her and flitted over by the doors. One look and she knew. The die had been cast, and she had just lost. Taylor the Magnificent had struck again. Winding her head around purposely, Paige stuck her gaze on Greg and refused to let it move from him though that ripped tears up that she was sure hadn’t been there even a few seconds before. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    It was like the two of them were fleeing the scene of a crime, Nelson thought as he glanced past Taylor who was telling him how much he was going to love Tech. “Uh, they’re leaving…” 
 
    Three feet away, Lauren spun away from her family and friends as surprised as Nelson. “Okay, yeah. Yeah. We will.” She looked at Wes as if to say, Do something, and just like that, Wes hurried out after the Graysons. 
 
    “Hey, guys, wait up!” 
 
    “So what’re your plans tonight?” Taylor asked finally out of Nelson’s arms but so close she might as well have been in them. “You going to any of the parties or what?” 
 
    Nelson put his hand on the back of his neck and rubbed it there. “Well, I don’t know. I… I’m not sure exactly.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Taylor wound her arms in front of herself and rolled her eyes. “High school parties, you know? Bor-ing.” 
 
    Before Nelson could think of how to reply to that, Wes came back in. He glanced at them but spoke to Lauren. “They’re going to go change and head out to Kensley’s.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” Lauren’s gaze slid over to Nelson and Taylor questioningly and more than a little concerned. 
 
    “Uh, hey,” Wes said, turning and pulling Lauren under his arm, “you guys should come.” 
 
    “Oh, you know…,” Nelson started without knowing where that was going. 
 
    “Yeah.” Taylor stepped over to him and put her arm through his. Nelson wanted to get his arm away from her but just why other than the look of absolute fury that crossed Lauren’s face, he didn’t know.  
 
    How was any of this his fault? And besides, neither he nor Taylor were going with anyone. Who even cared if they hung out together tonight? Not to even mention that they were just friends and had been since high school… 
 
    “Kensley Jones?” Taylor asked, her arm still wound through Nelson’s. He wanted to fight it but found he couldn’t. Taylor actually seemed to want to be with him, which was a lot more than he could say for her sister. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Lauren said, and truly she looked like she was about to skin and gut both of them alive. 
 
    “Great. No problem,” Taylor said as she looked up at Nelson. “That’s Riley’s little sister. You remember Riley Jones from homecoming?” 
 
    “Oh. Her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Taylor said to all of them. “I totally know where that is. Don’t worry about us. Nels and I will meet you guys out there.” 
 
    Nelson felt all the blood drain from his face. How did this go from showing up for Paige to going with Taylor to a party neither of them were even invited to? This was not good. 
 
      
 
    In his car, things didn’t improve. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re back,” Taylor said in typical Taylor fashion. “I’m so happy to see you.” She squealed and put her hand on his arm even as he started the car and looked both ways so he could avoid getting into another catastrophic wreck. The one he was already in was more than enough for one evening. “I’m telling you, you are so going to love Tech. So are you doing the dorms or what? We’re so going to have to get together. I know all the good places. They have this jazz club just off campus, a-mazing. And the food there is to die-for.” 
 
      
 
    “So Kensley’s?” Greg asked when Paige emerged from her bedroom, sans gown and dressy-dress. She was back in her just-better-than-street clothes after what should have been the most amazing night of her life. So why didn’t it feel like that? 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, fighting to be excited or at least happy.  
 
    “No later than two,” her mother said as her parents came to see them out the door.  
 
    Her father shook Greg’s hand with a not-so-subtle nod. “You take care of her.” 
 
    Greg nodded with a small smile. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Taylor was famished. She had apparently worked most of the day at a babysitting job she’d picked up during the break between spring semester and the summer one that would start in two weeks, and she hadn’t had time to grab something on the way in. “You don’t mind, do you?” she asked, and just like he was back in high school. Nelson could never tell her no. 
 
    “Yeah. Not a problem.” 
 
      
 
    The best thing about getting to the party was the relief that only Wes and Lauren had bothered to show up for it. Paige’s emotions had been pureed to the point she could hardly think what she would have done if they had somehow talked Nelson into coming, not to even mention Taylor. That would have been a real disaster, though she was pretty sure Lauren would have been smart enough not to let that happen. 
 
    The guys shook hands, and Paige sat down on one of the little lawn chairs that set in little knots together in the yard. Around them, the party was in full-swing. There was dancing to one side and several games going on in the other direction. Honestly, exhaustion had taken root in Paige on the way there, and all she wanted to do was sit and decompress. 
 
    “What do you say,” Greg said to Wes, “they’ve got snacks over there.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lauren said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “You guys want something?” Greg asked. “Something to drink? Snacks? We can get you something. Anything you want.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Paige said, waving him away. She couldn’t eat anything and keep it down. Her stomach felt more than a little queasy. 
 
    “I’ll just nibble off of your plate,” Lauren said to Wes. “Oh, and bring me a Coke. Please.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    With that, the two of them ambled off into the crowd.  
 
    It was another minute before Lauren wound her hands together and looked over at Paige. “So how are you?” 
 
    Paige nodded, frustrated that the tears came up with it. “Good. Just glad that’s over.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lauren ducked her face into her sleeve and let her gaze slide around them. “So, that thing with Nels and Taylor. You know he’s just happy to see her, right?” 
 
    Anger she shouldn’t be feeling jumped into Paige’s chest. “Yeah, whatever.” She shrugged. “Who’s surprised, right?” 
 
    “I…” Pain scratched across Lauren’s face, but it was overtaken and squashed in the next instant when she glanced up behind Paige to the door of the house. “Oh… no.” 
 
    “What?” She should have been smart. Really she should have been. But it all happened so fast. One look back and whatever was left of her heart disintegrated into little, tiny shards. The disaster had arrived. 
 
      
 
    Horrible would’ve been a million steps up from the nightmare Nelson walked into when he stepped into Kensley Jones’ backyard. First of all, anyone that so much as glanced at them probably thought they were together. Worse, before he’d even gotten his bearings, he found himself standing a mere two feet away from none other than Greg Everett. Plate in hand, Greg took one look at the two of them and hell itself would’ve looked happier. 
 
    “Hey, Greg,” Taylor said clearly not realizing the gravity of the situation. She let go of Nelson and put her arms around Greg before any of them even had a chance to move. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Taylor,” Greg said, staring holes into Nelson over her back. “I… I didn’t know you guys were coming.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Nelson talked me into it. You know, never could say no to Nelson.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d better get over there,” Lauren said, hopping up and not really waiting for Paige to follow. 
 
    How could one night go so totally and utterly wrong? Standing, Paige forced herself to cross the yard to where they all stood. Probably she should have swooped in and claimed Greg from Taylor’s clutches, but she just didn’t have the heart or the will to fight it all anymore. 
 
    “It’s going to be great,” Taylor said as she linked arms with Greg on one side and Nelson on the other. “Rev4 back together again.” 
 
    Paige barely got all the way to them before Taylor angled them all back out into the yard.  
 
    Winding her arms in front of her to keep the pain from exploding in an actual scream, Paige watched them, not at all sure why she’d ever been stupid enough to believe either of them ever really saw her. At that moment, it was abundantly clear neither one ever really had. 
 
    “Come on,” Lauren said, hooking her arm through Paige’s. “This is our night, not theirs.” 
 
    Really? You could’ve fooled her. 
 
      
 
    At an empty set of chairs, Taylor stopped and plopped right down in one before patting one next to her. “Come on, you,” she said to Greg and then patted the other one for Nelson. “And you. Sit down here, and tell me everything. How’ve you been? What’ve you been up to?” 
 
    Glancing at Nelson, Greg hesitated. He had a plate of food in his hand that seemed to have been forgotten in the tumult. 
 
    “Come on, Wes,” Taylor said, waving at him, “you too. I want to hear everything.” 
 
    “Tay,” Greg said softly. His gaze slid over to Paige as worry coursed through his eyes. “Not here, okay? We’ll… we’ll get together, next week or something.” 
 
    That set her back and squelched some of her happiness. “Next… But we’re here now. What’s wrong with now?” 
 
    “I… I know.” He glanced over at Paige again. “But this is their night. It’s not ours.” 
 
    “Not ours…?” Taylor asked like she didn’t comprehend that even though not a single one of the guys had sat down at her offer. “Oh. Come on, it’s a party.” She put out her hands. “What? We can’t have a good time too?” 
 
    “Taylor,” Nelson tried, his hands on his hips, his gaze sliding over to Paige and Lauren as well, “maybe we should just go.” 
 
      
 
    No other breath had ever hurt as bad as the one that screeched out of Paige’s heart at that moment. This was absolutely humiliating. 
 
    “Oh.” Taylor’s gaze jerked around to each of them standing around her. “Okay. Well, fine. I guess we’re not wanted here.” 
 
    “Taylor,” Wes said in quiet frustration. 
 
    “No, Wes.” Taylor stood and put her hands up to him. “It’s okay. You don’t have to draw me a picture. I get it. You and Greg have fun with your little girlfriends. Me and Nels, we’ll go find something else to do. Isn’t that right, Nels?” 
 
    If a broken heart would actually kill someone, Paige should have died right there. They were going to leave. Nelson was leaving with Taylor, and one glance at Greg told her he was as devastated by that as she was. There was no way this could get any worse. 
 
      
 
    Nelson wasn’t at all sure how to answer that, especially with all of them standing right there. The only thing he knew was that their presence—his and Taylor’s—was utterly ruining Paige’s night. Besides, she was with Greg, and he’d said he would honor that. It was time to start living up to that promise. “Sure, Tay. Yeah. Let’s just go.” 
 
    Stepping over to her, he put his hand at her back. One thing he knew about Taylor, when she got like this, she became thoroughly unpredictable. The very last thing he wanted on their way out was for her to get any ideas about making a final statement and further humiliating them all. Hurrying her along even as he ducked past all of the curious stares and knowing gazes, all he could think was, Just get her out of here. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Lauren said when they went through the back door and disappeared into the house. “Okay, I’m sorry. She might be your sister, but that girl’s got problems.” 
 
    Instantly Paige looked over at Greg and jumped to her sister’s defense. “It’s Taylor,” she said with a soft laugh, “same old Taylor, right?” But somehow, even her lame attempt to mount a defense fell flat. She didn’t have the heart left to make it sound sincere anymore. She just didn’t. 
 
      
 
    In his car, Nelson wasn’t sure he wanted to know what came next. He deposited Taylor in the front seat and ran around to the other side, hoping he could drive away before she got any ideas about jumping out and causing any more trouble.  
 
    “Well, that was a bust,” she said as he drove away.  
 
    He glanced over at her. “It didn’t have to be.” 
 
    “What does that mean? It didn’t have to be. Come on, Nels, it was just a lame-o high school party. I could have more fun with you guys in my parents’ basement.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked, some strange form of courage surging in him. 
 
    “Yeah, why? You sound surprised about that.” 
 
    He tipped his head. “Oh. No reason. It’s just that we got together last weekend, and you didn’t even bother to show up, or from the way I heard it even text Paige back to say why you couldn’t.” 
 
    That silenced Taylor so drastically, Nelson wasn’t sure what had just happened. 
 
    “I was… busy,” she finally said. 
 
    “Really? You were too busy to show up and see us?” He hadn’t thought he was even angry about it because he’d been so intent on the whole mess with Greg and Paige. But he wasn’t about to let her get away with pinning this all on them. 
 
    “It’s… it’s… complicated.” She let out a soft breath. “Can you take me to my car? It’s still at the school.” 
 
    “What’s so complicated about it?” he asked, not letting it go maybe because he sensed she wanted him to. 
 
    “Just take me to my car,” she said. “I need to get back. Chris will be wondering where I am.” 
 
    “You’re going back tonight?” Nelson asked, his anger morphing into concern. “You’re not staying?” 
 
    Slowly she shook her head. “It’s cool. It’s only like an hour. I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “What was up with Taylor tonight?” Wes asked Greg later as Paige sat in the chairs that edged the little dance floor.  
 
    Lauren had gone in in search of a bathroom, and only now did Paige realize she should’ve found the energy to go along. 
 
    “I don’t know. Who ever knows with Taylor?” Greg asked, sitting right next to her though her arms were wound in front of her and his were safely in his own sphere as well.  
 
    “I thought she was with what’s his name? Chris?” Wes said, none-to-happily. 
 
    “So did I.” As if Greg realized she could hear them and this wasn’t what she wanted to think about, he turned to her. “You want to dance?” 
 
    What was the point of saying no? “Sure.” Paige put her hand in Greg’s and he helped her up. It wasn’t six steps onto the dance floor. The song was a slow one and without so much as a hesitation, Greg took her into his arms.  
 
    Never had she ever wanted to cry more. Drawing into him, she huddled into his embrace and they swayed together like that for a long minute. 
 
    “I’m really sorry about tonight,” he finally said. “I didn’t know it was going to be like this.” 
 
    Paige sniffed as she lifted her gaze to his, and she rubbed her hand up and down his back. “It’s not your fault.” Even as she clung to him, she prayed to feel the butterflies. Why did they always go so utterly silent when she needed them the most? 
 
      
 
    Is Taylor all right? Wes’s text hit Nelson’s cell phone about the time Nelson got home. 
 
    Just what that answer should be eluded Nelson so he simply texted back. She’s headed back. 
 
    Now? 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    Are you coming back? 
 
    Nelson actually laughed at that. No. You guys have fun. I’ll catch you on the flip side. 
 
      
 
    It would have been nice to be able to stop the whispers inside herself, but Paige just couldn’t. Every time the door opened, she looked up as her heart jumped on the possibility that Nelson had come back. When it wasn’t him, she told herself she was being stupid, that he was somewhere with Taylor. Of course, that didn’t help anything, and she spent the next two hours trying to keep herself from completely imploding.  
 
    Sometime around midnight, she excused herself from their little group to go to the bathroom. Inside the house, she found the feelings even worse and more intense. What if they were still here somewhere? What if she ran into them? What if…? 
 
    In the bathroom, she locked the door and sighed. Staying here forever sounded like a great idea. Her gaze caught her reflection in the mirror, and she sighed again. Yeah, no wonder the guys all preferred Taylor. She would too. 
 
      
 
    It would’ve been nice to be able to sleep, but sleep was nowhere to be found. Finally Nelson got up and clicked on the little lamp. He pulled out his notebook and opened it to All Kinds of Broken.  
 
    He was starting to see that song in a whole new way. Part of him wanted to text Taylor to see if she had made it. That part kept helpfully reminding him about Kendall’s accident back at Northwestern. Had Kendall had a fight with someone, or was he just tired? Did he simply lose control, or did something else cause the accident—a faulty tire, an animal on the road, texting perhaps? 
 
    Those thoughts all ran into others. If he texted Taylor and she didn’t respond, what then? Of course he would think the worst and never get any more sleep. If she did respond, might she take his concern for something else? Like that he had interest in her? 
 
    Finally, he gave up. He wanted to make sure she had made it. More than that, he needed to make sure she had made it. Quickly he typed in the text and sent it. “Come on, Tay. Just let me know you made it all right.” 
 
    It wasn’t a full minute when her text came in. I’m here. Night. 
 
    K. Night was all he sent back. 
 
      
 
    Still trying to get herself past the overthinking of all of it, Paige came out of the house, and her gaze landed right on Greg, sitting next to Wes and Lauren. His elbows were on his knees, his hands folded, his head down. He was depression personified. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Paige went over to him feeling horrible for her part in how he looked. “Hey,” she said, sitting down next to him and putting her hand on his back. 
 
    Instantly he came up, and his smile was small, tight, and very forced. “Hey.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked gently, her heart hurting for just how downcast he looked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just tired.” He stretched his legs out and turned his hand over. “You want to dance?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    When he took her in his arms, Paige’s heart could hardly take it. She backed up to look at him. “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    This smile was only a little less strained. “Yeah. It’s just been a long night.” 
 
    Well, she couldn’t disagree with that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    It was like neither one of them wanted to be the first to say it was time to go. Paige was shot by 12:30, but she hung on until five-after-one not wanting to ask him to take her home early. Her first late night party, and she couldn’t even stay awake for it. How little kid was that? 
 
    However, it quickly became pointless to fight it. They were both exhausted and there was no reason to pretend otherwise. 
 
    “Would it be bad if we just go?” Paige finally asked. “I mean, unless you want to stay.” 
 
    “No,” Greg said like he’d been jolted. “That’s cool. Yeah. We can go.” He stood, and she followed. Pulling her to his side, they hovered over Wes and Lauren who sat there looking like they, too, were about to fall asleep. “I think we’re going to take off.” 
 
    “Already?” Lauren asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said. “I’m done for. I’ve got to go get some sleep.” 
 
    “Oh, well…” Lauren stood followed by Wes, and hugs went all around. “I guess call me tomorrow.” 
 
    “K. I will,” Paige said. “See, you guys later.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
      
 
    Hand-in-hand, they went through the house and out to Greg’s car. Honestly far more than half of the other cars were already gone as well. He helped her in before going around. Paige knew she should say something, apologize or something, but she didn’t know quite what that something should be. Worse, every time she thought about it, her heart jerked so hard, she forgot whatever words she’d almost managed to conjure up. 
 
    Halfway home when the silence was about to eat all the air between them, she finally knew she had to say something even if it was the wrong thing. “Listen, Greg. I’m really sorry. I… I didn’t know Nelson was going to be there tonight.” His name coming from her lips dredged up the stupid tears she couldn’t seem to get away from. She hated them, hated that she couldn’t get them to just stay buried where they belonged. 
 
    Greg nodded but said nothing. Both of his hands were on the wheel, which was safer but very, very lonely. 
 
    “And just so you know, I didn’t invite him to come to graduation,” she said softly. 
 
    “Why not?” Greg asked, and the soft hurt in his voice yanked confusion across her heart. 
 
    She searched for the right words to answer to that question. Words that would make him sound less sad. Words that would make this whole thing go away. “I just… I didn’t think you wanted me to.” 
 
    He glanced at her. “Did you want to?” 
 
    The question hung between them as Paige flailed for an answer. She couldn’t lie. He knew too much. But she couldn’t tell the truth either. She didn’t want to hurt him.  
 
    “You know,” he finally said, the hurt screaming through the soft syllables, “it’s a simple question. Did you want to invite Nelson to graduation or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she finally breathed, spent from all of it. “I don’t. Okay? I wanted to, yes, but I didn’t want to because of all of this.” 
 
    “All of this?” 
 
    “This. Us. You. Me. This.” 
 
    Greg pulled into the circle drive, put the car in park, and shut it off. However, beyond that, he didn’t move. “Listen, Paige, I think we need to talk.” 
 
    Nothing in Paige wanted to do that. She let out a tired breath. “Greg, I’m really…” 
 
    “No. I know. I get it. I am too.” He swiveled to her then and put his knee on the seat; however, his gaze stayed down between them, and his hands never moved from his lap. “But I really think we need to talk about this. Believe me, I know that tonight’s not the best timing. I get that, but I just keep thinking we’re going to get past this thing, and it’s just… it’s not happening.” 
 
    Fear clamped down over her lungs making it impossible to breathe. “Past… what exactly?” 
 
    Slowly Greg exhaled. “Look, Paige, you know how much I care about you. I have for a long time now. And you know I would never, ever do anything to hurt you.” 
 
    She knew that, or she thought she did. But if that was true, why was her heart hammering in her chest like his next words might kill her for good? 
 
    “Paige,” Greg said softly as his gaze came up and held on her, “I would never want to stand in the way of you being happy.” 
 
    “But I am happy,” she said, desperately. “I am. With you. With us. I am. I’m happy.” 
 
    “I know,” Greg said, and his words fell even softer. “I know you want to be, but…” He let out a hard breath that was weighted down with emotion. “Let me ask you this.” When his gaze came up to hers, it was solid and filled with quiet compassion and knowing. “Am I your first choice?” 
 
    “First choice?” she squeaked out as panic overtook her. “What do you mean? What does that mean? First choice. Why does that matter? Who cares? We’re together. That’s all that should matter.” 
 
    Patiently Greg nodded. “I know. I know. But it’s not… all that matters. Can’t you see that? We’re trying to make something be that just… isn’t.” 
 
    “No, Greg,” Paige said, getting more frantic with each breath, and she reached for his hands. “No, don’t… don’t say that. We can do this. We can. We can make it work. I’ll try harder. I’ll…” 
 
    Sliding as close as he could get to her, he put his arm around her and drew her in to him. “It’s going to be okay, Paige. It is. I promise you that.” He kissed her head as tears she hadn’t dared let herself start crying were suddenly streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    It was the exhaustion or something because once they started, she couldn’t get them to stop. To make it all worse, she felt his heart breaking in the breath he let out. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered. “I promise you. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
      
 
    Paige fell into bed that night, hoping by some miracle she would wake up and find that all of this had been some horribly bad dream. It had to be. If not, she had no idea how she would face tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Sleeping was out. That was clear enough by 3 a.m. though Nelson toughed it out until almost 7. Rolling around, tossing, turning, talking to God—none of it helped until finally he gave up, got up, and decided a run would be better than laying there listening to the thoughts that just wouldn’t stop. 
 
    He let himself out into the cool of the late-May morning, made sure to lock the door behind him, and queued up the playlist from ‘The Greatest Showman.’ There was simply no way he could listen to Phantom this morning and stay in one piece. 
 
    Picking up the first beat with his feet, he headed out not caring where he was going or how far it might be to get there. All he cared about was outrunning the knowledge that he had ruined Paige’s whole night just by showing up. He wished with everything in him that he hadn’t let Wes talk him into it. For her. Not for him. For him, he would cherish being at that graduation forever. It was all the craziness that happened afterward he could have done without. 
 
    If he ever met up with Greg again, which seemed as unlikely as it seemed inevitable, Nelson was sure he would get an earful if not more. And he couldn’t blame Greg one bit for that. In fact, he admired his former friend for keeping the darkness away from her.  
 
    Somehow the playlist had been set to shuffle, and it was only on the fourth song that Nelson realized that. Pulling up short, he also realized just where he had run to. The park was pretty much empty. Not a surprise. It was much too early for any sane person to be out there. Only a couple of people with their dogs were on the path, and Nelson angled himself around them with no problem.  
 
    Although he tried to tell himself it was a bad idea, he knew then where he was going. Around the corner and down the sidewalk to the little set of play equipment nestled next to the grove of trees he jogged, pulling up only when he got there.  
 
    At the base of the thing, he stopped, put his fists on his hips, and looked up at it. The last time he’d been up there, he’d given her a hug, said goodbye, and walked away. Weird how life worked like that. With no other thought, he put his hands on the supports and vaulted upward, swinging to a stop only when he sat down, dangling his legs off the side. 
 
    He let his gaze go out as his mind picked up the melody lilting in his ears. It was one of his less-favorite tracks called Tightrope. It was Charity’s song after Barnum left to go off on his adventure promoting Jenny Lind. Nelson remembered this part of the movie mostly for the hard anger he had felt at Barnum for risking everything to chase after the fleeting applause of the world.  
 
    Simple. The song was oh, so very simple. The music stripped down to nearly nothing. No great swells of a thousand instruments. Just a simple piano and a few simple chords which formed the basis for Charity’s heartfelt wish that Barnum would not let her fall. Nelson put his head down and swiped at his eyes with his sweatshirt. It sounded so good, so right, so easy. Just not letting someone fall. So why was that promise so easy to lose track of? 
 
    It was only 7:30, but maybe Wes had work and was already up. Trying not to think that he might be intruding on his friend’s sleep, he pulled out his phone and dialed the number. However, Wes’s barely-there voice confirmed he was in fact asleep. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey,” Nelson said, feeling both bad for calling and bad all around. “Sorry. I know it’s early.” 
 
    “Yeah. What time is it?” 
 
    “7:30. Something like that. You got a minute?” 
 
    “Uh. Yeah. Sure. What’s up?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not really sure how to ask this, but… how did you do the whole friends thing with Lauren? I know, weird question, right? But I just feel like if I could figure that out, figure out how you did that, maybe I could do that with Paige and this wouldn’t all be so impossible.” 
 
    “Nels…” 
 
    “No. I know. Dumb question.” 
 
    “Well, no. It’s not dumb. It’s just… It’s not like that. It’s not like I can say do this, this, this, and this, and it’s going to work out the way you want it to.” 
 
    “All I want is for her to be happy.” 
 
    Wes let out a breath. “I’ve heard those words before, from me. We probably need to talk about this more, but what I can tell you is that with Lauren, I had to keep going to God. It wasn’t easy though. Being there for her when I knew we weren’t in a relationship, that was tough. But it did get easier when I realized it wasn’t really a choice. I wanted to be there for her even when it nearly broke me in half.” 
 
    “Yeah. I hear you there.” 
 
    “I do have one question though,” Wes said, sounding infinitely more awake. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “What was up with you and Taylor last night? I thought that was way over between the two of you.” 
 
    “It is,” Nelson said, putting his hand up on one of the little slats. “And nothing happened. I just took her to her car, and she left. Said she had to get back so Chris wouldn’t worry. Something like that.” He could hardly focus on Taylor too. Trying to figure out what to do about Paige was enough. 
 
    “Chris?” Wes asked with a hard breath. “She’s still with that loser?” 
 
    Nelson wasn’t sure how to answer that. “Uh, I don’t know, that’s just what she said.” 
 
    “Okay, well, not much we can do about that now. Tell you what, let me get some breakfast here and a shower. We can meet somewhere and talk if you want.” 
 
    “K,” Nelson said with the first settled breath of the morning. “Yeah. That sounds good.”  
 
      
 
    No morning deserved to hurt this bad. Paige rolled over as her brain helpfully replayed every horrible moment from the night before. She sniffed at the tears that rolled from her eyes and dripped off her nose. How was she ever going to pretend she was all right now? She thought about texting Lauren, but Lauren’s life wasn’t falling apart. The last thing Paige wanted to do was wreck her friend’s first glorious morning of freedom. So she simply curled back up and cried, knowing even sleep couldn’t help her now. 
 
      
 
    Nelson decided that going home and trying to get back to some semblance of normal would be a good idea. Plus, after whatever happened with Wes, he really needed to start beating the bushes for a job. So, once back at Janet’s, he took a quick shower and revamped his wardrobe to casual jeans and an ironed button-down. Already he felt better about things. He was in the middle of eating a bowl of cereal when Wes texted. 
 
    He’d barely picked the thing up to read it when Wes called.  
 
    “Hey,” Nelson said, having not actually read the text.  
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, “listen, Lauren just called.” 
 
    Something about his tone sent Nelson on high alert. “Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “It’s not. She just texted Paige. They broke up.” 
 
    “Broke up? Paige and Lauren?” 
 
    “Paige and Lauren,” Wes scoffed. “No. Paige and Greg. Lauren’s headed to Paige’s right now.” 
 
    That slammed into Nelson, and anger slashed right down the middle of him. “What? He broke up with her? On graduation night?”  
 
    “Yeah. Man, I knew…” Wes said. “I knew something was wrong last night. Why didn’t I say something?” 
 
    Out of everyone, this was not Wes’s fault. Nelson was reeling from the news. What to do? If to do? How to do it? “You think… you think I should go over there? Talk to her? See how she is?” 
 
    “No,” Wes said. “Let’s let Lauren handle it first. She’ll let me know after that.” 
 
    Knowing Wes was probably right but completely hating that, Nelson let out a breath. “Okay, well, let me know when you hear anything.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he say?” Lauren asked as Paige sat in a crumpled mess on her bed.  
 
    “He said it wasn’t working, that he loved me and wanted me to be happy.” 
 
    Annoyance trounced across Lauren’s face. “Well, that worked.”  
 
    As tired as Paige was, she didn’t want Lauren to be mad at him. This wasn’t Greg’s fault. It was hers. “I just shouldn’t have wigged when Taylor showed up.” 
 
    “Taylor or Nelson?” Lauren asked, and immediately looked like she regretted asking; however, Paige couldn’t answer that, so she didn’t even try. “Look, P, I know you don’t want to hear this, but maybe this is a good thing. Maybe now, you and Nels…” 
 
    “No, Lauren. No.” Paige shook her head. “I’m not… I’m not doing that. I’m not. Not again.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it’s Nelson. That’s why. Because I did that once and I can’t do it again.” 
 
    “But honey…” 
 
    “No, Lauren, please. Okay? Don’t. It’s just too hard. It’s just too…” And she crumbled into a mess of tears once again. 
 
      
 
    Nelson couldn’t go look for work like this even though he knew he should. He kept checking his cell phone every five minutes in case he’d missed a text. Wes’s first one, We’ve got trouble did nothing for his heart. Part of him wanted to go pound Greg into the ground for hurting her, but two things kept him from it. One, he had no place to do so, and two, who was he to judge Greg after he’d done the same or worse? 
 
    Finally around noon, he could stand being cooped up no longer. Wes wasn’t texting, and sitting around wasn’t doing him or anyone else any good. He grabbed his keys and told Janet he was going out job hunting, and with that, he left. 
 
      
 
    When Lauren left just after noon, Paige told her she would be fine. It would’ve been nice to believe that, but even she wasn’t buying it. Alone in the house with her parents gone for the day, Paige tried to eat some cereal and quickly realized that was a bad idea. She wanted to go back to bed, but that seemed pathetic. 
 
    Finally, pulling on sweats and a T-shirt, she padded into the living room and thought absurdly of the park. That’s where her life had disintegrated the first time. It seemed somehow fitting to visit it again on this, the second worst day of her life. She didn’t want to think about it, so she didn’t as she pulled on a sweater and shoes, wrote a short note to her parents, and stalked out into the sunshine that had no right to feel so good. Nothing should ever feel good again. 
 
      
 
    In good faith, Nelson had made three stops to fill out applications. He could hardly keep himself moving, but he was trying. As he drove, trying to think of somewhere else to apply, his gaze chanced over and caught on the park again. True, he couldn’t spend every waking hour there, but one more time wouldn’t hurt. Maybe he could just stop and call LJ or Wes.  
 
    Somewhere in the chaos of the morning, he had forgotten his friend’s offer to talk. Now might be as good of a time as any. He parked and headed over to the play equipment. The place was noisier now. Happier. And he smiled at that as he rounded the trees. 
 
    His first thought was that it couldn’t be. His second that he should turn around and go. His third that he’d never seen anyone look so sad, huddled up next to the side of the thing, bent and broken. What had Greg said about her the night after the Christmas party? 
 
    Not knowing if this was a good idea or not, Nelson forced his feet to go forward all the way over to the little platform where she sat, slumped next to the wall.  
 
    “Hey,” he said as he planted his feet and wound his arms up in front of him, looking up at her. 
 
    Genuine surprise scrawled across her face as her gaze jerked down to him standing there. In the next second, she was swiping at her eyes and trying to hide her face from his view. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Same as you probably.” Just like that, he climbed up to where she sat, being very careful to leave plenty of room between himself and her feet.  
 
    She was sitting accordion-style, and she didn’t move even a muscle to change that. He didn’t know what to say or how to say it, so for a long minute he just sat there, staring out across the park, praying for the right words. 
 
    “Do you want me to go?” he finally asked. “Because I will if you want me to.” 
 
    “No,” she said softly though he wasn’t sure that was the truth. 
 
    Nelson nodded slowly, and thought through what was safe and what wasn’t. “I heard what happened… with you and Greg.” 
 
    Sniffing hard, she put her wrist to her forehead. “Yeah. Imagine that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about it.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He leaned back and looked at her. “Greg’s a great guy. I thought you two seemed really happy together.” 
 
    She looked like she doubted that was true, but she didn’t bother to correct him. 
 
    Thinking things through for another minute, Nelson decided to go for broke. “Do you hate me?” 
 
    That dragged surprise across her face but also pulled her gaze down as she wrapped her arms around herself. “No.” 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    She sniffed hard and shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “Paige.” Nelson turned so his knee was next to her feet. “Come on. I need to know, the truth, are you mad at me?” 
 
    One second and behind her eyes the dam there quaked. “I don’t want to be.” 
 
    “I know. But you are.” 
 
    Her eyes strained for control but lost the battle as her face crumpled. “Yes, I’m mad at you. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’re mad,” he said, “and I don’t blame you. But I need you to tell my why. Why are you mad at me?” 
 
    “What difference does it make now? It’s over between us. It has been for two years.” 
 
    “I know. I get that, but I also know we never really talked about it. I just assumed you’d be okay.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked and the anger and hurt were beginning to sound in her voice in earnest. “What is that? You guys make the decision, and boom. We’re just supposed to be okay with it? How is that fair?” 
 
    For one second Nelson jumped to defend himself but in the very next something in him held that back. Let her talk. 
 
    “I’m so tired of not knowing where I stand. I swear, last night…” The words dissolved into a rush tears. 
 
    “Last night what?” Nelson finally asked gently though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 
 
    “I just don’t know what I did wrong. I was there, he was there, we were together, and then bam, he’s all, ‘This isn’t working, and I want you to be happy…’ Does this look happy to you?” A strand of livid anger flashed through her eyes. “I don’t get it. I don’t. What am I supposed to just be a little doll that you guys can take down and play with when you want and then put back on the shelf when you’re tired of me?” 
 
    “No,” Nelson said as his heart broke for the shattering of hers. 
 
    “Well, that’s sure how it seems.” She bent her head and shook it before pulling it back up to rest it tiredly against the little slats. “It’s so funny.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “I really thought I could do it this time. I thought if I just played the game like everybody else, this wouldn’t hurt so much.” 
 
    “Played the game?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, go out, have fun. Play it shallow.” 
 
    However, Nelson shook his head. “You’ve never played it shallow in your whole life.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I think it would be better if I could figure out how.” 
 
    Gently, Nelson looked over at her. “Not playing it shallow is the best thing about you. Don’t lose that, okay, just because some of us don’t know how to get there with you.” 
 
    Paige shook her head and put her forehead on her wrist. “I’m just so confused. I’m so confused.” 
 
    “I know,” Nelson said. He drew in a breath, summoning every settled part of himself. “And it’s okay to be confused. It is. We all get confused sometimes. But you’ll figure it out. Just give yourself some time.” 
 
    “Time?” she asked with a sarcastic sniff. “You really think that’s going to help?” 
 
    Carefully he turned so he was sitting cross-legged in front of her. “Listen to me,” he said, and his hand came down to her ankle, his fingers curled there and held. “I know what me leaving did to you. I know what it cost you to let go, to let me go. I’ve never thanked you for that, and I think I need to. It sounds crazy, I know, but you letting me go… it gave me the space I needed and the time to figure some things out, a lot of things really. And one of the things I realized is I don’t think I even really loved you back then.” 
 
    Her gaze jerked up to his, and the tears streaming from her eyes crushed his heart. 
 
    “I thought I did,” he said quickly. “I wanted to, but I didn’t. Not really. Not the way you loved me. It’s like that doll thing you said before. I thought love was the feeling and the emotion, being close to someone. You know, like that. I didn’t know it was so much more than that, talking things out, trusting each other, working through things—even the hard things. I always thought when things got hard, they just fell apart. I’ve never had anybody that loved me like you did, so much that you’d take the bullet so I didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Nels,” she said, and the echo of exhaustion dropped on the syllable. 
 
    “No, Paige,” he said solidly. “I’m not trying to push you into anything or to talk you into anything or anything like that. I’m not. I know you’re not ready. I get that. And I know it might be a really long time before you are. Or it could be never.” He nodded, praying that wouldn’t be the case but preparing himself for it just the same. “But it doesn’t matter to me anymore. It really doesn’t. I want you to be wherever you need to be for you. I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Her eyes closed. “Nelson…” 
 
    “No, Paige. No rush. No pressure. Because I finally got what I would’ve understood if I hadn’t been so stupid back then.” 
 
    “You weren’t stupid,” she said with the smallest of smiles. 
 
    “To think walking away from you was a good idea? I’d call that pretty stupid.” He smiled at her. “No. I finally understand that love isn’t about wine and roses and all that stuff. It’s knowing that sorry doesn’t fix things so you have to be really, really careful what you do because people break, and once they’re broken, it’s really hard to put them back together again. It’s learning to trust and more importantly to be someone that can be trusted. It’s not walking away and leaving the pieces behind for everybody else to pick up. It’s being there even when it gets tough because the other person needs you to be. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m sorry enough to change what happened, but if it’s possible, I want to try starting over with you—not like we were, but like friends. I want to get to know you, to hang out with you and just chill. I want the chance to show you I’ve changed. I need to learn to not wear the mask anymore, and that’s really hard for me because I wore it for so long, it freaks me out to be without it.” 
 
    Puzzled, she looked at him, listening and taking it all in. 
 
    “I’ve learned so much, and I’m learning so much,” he continued. “I’m not the same guy I was when I left, and I know you’re not the same either… and that’s okay. Who knows, maybe it might even be great. We can take some time and see where we’re at, and maybe we can try to do it different this time. But only if you want to, and only when you’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    Paige didn’t know what she wanted anymore. It was like it was all a giant jumbled mess of emotions and memories and feelings and thoughts she couldn’t sort out if she tried. “I don’t know. I’m just… I’m tired. I’m confused. I’m frustrated with all of it and all of you. And I’m frustrated with myself. I mean, what was I thinking? Was I using Greg like he was using me? I don’t want that to be what it was, but then I think, maybe it was. 
 
    “And I hate that I ruined Lauren’s graduation night, and I know her and Wes were freaking out this morning. I hate that they’re in the middle of all of this. I mean, can you even imagine being them right now? I’m sure Lauren’s sick of listening to me whine all the time about you being gone and me being alone, and then Greg and all of that mess. I’m not even sure why she hung around, you know?” Paige let out a long breath. “And Taylor… She just… What is her deal anyway? I mean, seriously. Can she not just show up and act like a human being once in a while? Okay, it is Taylor, but still… And then you guys were together, and her and Greg… And sometimes, I just feel like I’m going to go nuts with all of it, you know?” With a shake of her head, she fought to get herself to stop, to shut up. Nelson didn’t want to hear all of this.  
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed, never taking his gaze from her. 
 
    “And then you came back, and I had no idea what to do with that. I mean, I’d thought about it for so long, about what it would be like, and then all of a sudden, there you were. And it was like all I wanted to do was run, to get as far away as I could because just… when I even just looked at you, I couldn’t even breathe, and I knew I was going to do something completely stupid and humiliate myself in front of everybody. I mean, what was I even supposed to say to you, you know? And you were dancing with that girl, and then we were dancing. And you looked so different, like… like I don’t even know what. And I kept telling myself it was over and you’d moved on and everything. And you had. And I knew you had. You just… you didn’t… you didn’t even…” Somehow she got that thought chopped in half, but the emotions running under it didn’t stop. 
 
    “I didn’t what?” he asked so gently it yanked up the tears. 
 
    “You…” She closed her eyes as ache slashed into her. “You didn’t even seem like you wanted to stay. It was like it was no big deal to you that you were leaving and never coming back.” With that, she crumpled into the tears. “It was like you’d forgotten about all of it, me, us, all of it. Like it didn’t even matter to you anymore. Like it never mattered to you. Like I never mattered to you. I mean, I get it, college and whatever and everything, but it was like I was the only one that even remembered or even cared anymore. And then you were gone again. Poof. Forever and always. Good luck with your life, Paige. See ya later. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how many times I came out here after you left?” She laughed at herself with scorn. “How pathetic was that? Yeah but I did. I’d come out here, and I’d sit here and wonder where you were, what you were doing, if you ever even thought about me, about being back here again. But I knew you didn’t. You were out there living your fabulous life, and I was here, wondering if you regretted ever being with me or if I was just a stopover on your way to somewhere else. Pretty lame, huh? Yeah. Definitely lame.” 
 
      
 
    Lame was hardly the word Nelson would have used. “Thank you… for telling me that. I needed to hear it. For the record, I never forgot. Oh, I tried awful hard to at first because thinking about it hurt like fire, but I never forgot. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Did you ever regret it?” she asked, and there was a hard edge to the question. 
 
    “Regret… us?” Nelson asked in surprise. “Regret being with you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did you ever think you were better off because you left?” 
 
    “Paige, the only thing I ever regretted was that I wasn’t man enough to talk it out with you. That I should have done this… what we’re doing now. Stopped. Sat. Listened, really heard you. I think I was just so wrapped up in myself, I was afraid to know what it was doing to you. I was afraid because I think I knew that knowing would’ve cracked me in half.” 
 
    With a hard sniff, she shrugged. “It did crack me in half. At least.” 
 
    “It’s crazy,” he said, shaking his head slowly, “thinking about how I was back then. The other night when we were singing all those songs. I mean, what was that anyway? It was like every one of them was about somebody different, and most of them I don’t even remember. I was like a bottomless pit, trying to be filled up and nothing ever could.” 
 
    “You were young. We both were.” 
 
    “But you… I’ll tell you what, you gave me a run for my money.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? The girls I dated? I would’ve never told them half the stuff I told you. Besides, they didn’t want to hear that stuff. They wanted the love songs, the flowers and the making out in the backseat.” 
 
    Her eyebrows went up at that. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said with a slow close of his eyes. “I’m not proud of it, but whatever they wanted me to be, that’s who I was going to be so they wouldn’t leave.” He let out a breath. “It’s so weird though because it was all about the physical, the emotional—what I could get out of it before they took off because I did something dumb. Let me tell you, whatever that dumb gene is, I got it in spades.” 
 
    “How is your dad?” she asked without warning, and although it should have sounded out of the blue, it didn’t. 
 
    Nelson thought about that question for a long minute. “We’re… better. I think. We’re learning? He comes to Janet’s sometimes now. We’ve talked, you know, like really talked about stuff. He told me about his dad and growing up and never feeling like he was good enough. I think his plan was to make me good enough so he’d be okay with things.” 
 
    “You are good enough.” 
 
    With a nod, he looked at her. “Am I? I always wanted to be, but I see now I got a lot of things wrong.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I think we both did. I should have told you what I really thought about you going to Northwestern.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    This shrug was even less visible. “I didn’t want to tell you not to go and you pick going there anyway, or worse, stay because I didn’t want you to go. I guess I figured if I was cool with it, it wouldn’t hurt so much.” She laughed softly. “Not that that worked very well, but it sounded good at the time.” 
 
    Slowly Nelson shook his head. “So what do you think?” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Being friends, talking stuff out, not trying to act like we don’t know each other is on the planet?” 
 
    A second and she smiled. “I’d like that.” Slowly she leaned forward until she was halfway in his arms for a brief moment. Then, conscious of not jumping into a pool with no water, she pulled back. “So what’re you doing this summer?” 
 
    “Trying to find work right now. You?” 
 
    “Babysitting again. Why spoil a perfect track record?” she asked with a laugh. 
 
    “And us… how do we do this?” 
 
    “I don’t know really. How about we just take a break from the whole thing for a while?” Paige ran her fingers across her forehead, parting her bangs in two. “I’m not even sure which way is up anymore.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    When he got back to Janet’s, Nelson called Wes. He figured his friend deserved that much. 
 
    “We talked,” Nelson said, “a long time really. It was good.” 
 
    “So you’re back together again?” 
 
    “No. We’re going to take a breath, let the dust settle a little, give ourselves some time to figure out where we’re at and where we want to go.” 
 
    “Wait, who am I talking to? Is this Nelson? Nelson Samuels? Mr. No-time-for-deliberations-right-now-we’ve-got-to-make-a-decision-and-do-it?” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. You’re a funny man. I thought I was the over-analyzer of the bunch.” 
 
    “Not where women are concerned.” 
 
    “True that. So what do you think—me and Paige. Good idea or not?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you and Paige decide that one, but I will tell you this, if she ever decides to take a chance on you again, you’d better be ready to go the distance this time. No more freaking out and running. You broke her once. Don’t do it again, or we’ll all kill you.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
      
 
    That night Paige gave up pretending it wasn’t there and dug out the box from the back of her closet. Sitting next to her bed, she opened it up and one-by-one she sorted through the memories it held. 
 
    There were pictures of them before the Spring Fling her sophomore year and the prom, pictures of them that summer and at his graduation. She smiled at each memory, letting them find her heart once again. Yes, they were young. So, so young though it hadn’t felt that way at the time. Maybe if they had met later on, maybe then it wouldn’t have gone the way it did. Then again… 
 
    Carefully she pulled out the notebooks from the bottom of the box, knowing what they held—her deepest feelings about him. She almost didn’t want to open the top one for fear of how ridiculous she might have been back then. 
 
    Paging slowly through the thing, she came to one and stopped. 
 
    That Night 
 
    That night 
 
    Last night 
 
    When everything changed 
 
    Though nothing earthly did 
 
    It was the night 
 
    I gave you my heart 
 
    And you gave me yours. 
 
    And nothing, nothing 
 
    Here or in eternity 
 
    Will ever be the same again 
 
    All because of 
 
    That night. 
 
    Last night. 
 
    With you. 
 
      
 
    Softness for the tender innocence of her younger self touched her heart. No wonder she had so fallen apart in his absence. He had taken her heart with him, and who could live without their heart? 
 
    She went to another and another and another still. So many of them, and all so deep and meaningful. She didn’t even remember writing most of them, but they were in her handwriting so she knew they were hers. Heartprints of a sort. Little scraps of her soul saved for all eternity. 
 
    With a long breath, she put her head back. Nelson Samuels. 
 
    Even now, all this time and heartache later, the truth was, the guy still gave her butterflies. 
 
      
 
    After his phone call to Wes and one to LJ, Nelson sat down to write the songs drifting through him. 
 
    You don’t know how your life’s going to go 
 
    But you’re in control,  
 
    So write your own story, 
 
    Sing your own song, 
 
    Live today,  
 
    Love like there’s no tomorrow, 
 
    And learn how to be there 
 
    When someone needs you 
 
    To be more than you ever knew 
 
    You could be. 
 
      
 
    Nelson went to church with Wes and Lauren and their families the next morning. He was thankful that Lauren didn’t tear him limb from limb. Afterward, at the restaurant, they talked about it all. Wes had, of course, spoken to Greg who was not really in the mood for reconciliation. Nelson couldn’t fault him for that. He just hoped at some point, they could talk again and maybe find their way back to being friends. 
 
    “So you’re really not going to ask her out?” Lauren asked with some surprise. 
 
    “Not yet,” Nelson said, folding his hands, making in an inverted v on the table. “When she’s ready, we’ll see, but until then, I’m not pushing anything.” 
 
    “Well, knock me over with a feather.” 
 
    He half-smiled at her. “Nope. I’m going to try to do it right this time.” He leaned forward. “But I am going to need some help.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “No. Not like that. I just need you to keep an eye on her. Make sure she’s okay for me. Can you do that?” 
 
    “And this would be different… how?” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “Okay. Good. Just so I know somebody’s making sure she’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    It’s funny how the movies make things look so easy. Nelson couldn’t help but think that as one week turned into week two. Barnum asked Charity for forgiveness, and boom, they were together again. Unfortunately, real life doesn’t always work out so smoothly or swiftly. Still, he did his best to get his own life set on a good path while he waited for a signal from her.  
 
    On the job front, he found one with a local moving company. It wasn’t glamorous, and it was hard work. But at the end of the day, he was glad he wasn’t just sitting around worrying about everything. 
 
    Even better, he went to church with Wes and Lauren on the weekend. He really liked their discussions over burgers and fries afterward, and he was glad for Lauren subtly filling him in on Paige. She was babysitting now, not going out much, which hurt his heart. But he’d promised to let her have the time and space to figure things out, and he was going to do that. 
 
    Greg, too, was a puzzle he couldn’t quite put together. There were times he thought just going to talk would be best, and other times, he knew that was the worst idea ever. So far no one had suggested them all being in the same room together, and to Nelson, that was probably smart. Taylor, of course, was anybody’s guess, and he wasn’t about to bring that subject up with Lauren around because the one mention Wes had made of her over lunch had been enough to send both of them ducking for cover at Lauren’s assessment of the situation. If nothing else, Nelson had learned that Lauren had a loyalty streak where Paige was concerned a mile wide and two deep. In fact, he was quickly learning the meaning of being a best friend from her. It wasn’t a bad lesson. 
 
    The one constant in his life had become his phone calls with LJ. About every other day, one or the other would make the connection, and Nelson was grateful their friendship hadn’t died with the miles between them. During the calls, LJ filled him in on life up in Washington. He was working for Daniel over the summer, and Yoli was with her relatives. 
 
    “Long distance relationship,” Nelson said as they talked on Wednesday night. “Well, if anybody can make it work, you two can.” 
 
    “You always have such faith in us,” LJ said. 
 
    “It’s nice to have faith that things can work out, and people can actually make something work. I guess seeing it in action gives me hope that it’s not all just an illusion somebody came up with to sell some greeting cards.” 
 
    “I hear you there,” LJ said. “I know just being here with Uncle Dan and Aunt Elaine has helped me see how much work it actually takes and that even in a good relationship, life is still filled with challenges. I’m telling you, if all I had was the movies to go off of not to even mention what other people our age think…” LJ shuttered audibly. “Yoli and I probably would’ve crashed and burned a long time ago. It’s crazy, you know, I’m watching people, and they’re so desperate for love to happen that they can’t slow down enough to see if it’s even really love. It’s like, ‘Dude, I saw her, I liked her, boom, now we’re in a relationship.’ Or worse, ‘I saw her, I liked her, we got together, and now I’m on to the next thing that has a pulse.’” 
 
    Nelson sighed. “I think that about sums up what I used to do. Okay, not quite the pulse thing, but close. The first time a girl looked at me like she might like me, I just lost my mind over the whole deal.” 
 
    LJ laughed.  
 
    “Seriously. I’ve been going over these songs I wrote back then. Don’t get me wrong, the songs are great, lyrics too. But then I think about who I wrote them for, and half of them, I can’t even remember who it was. How was I so in love with them and five years later, I can’t even remember their name or what they looked like? I’m thinking that says something not too great about me back then.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean though, nobody gives love a chance to… bake. It’s like microwave everything these days. It’s like this guy I was listening to here at Uncle Dan’s seminar thing the other day. He was talking about how everyone wants to be so fulfilled, how we all think that every day is supposed to be a mountaintop experience or something must be wrong with us. But life and relationships just aren’t like that. Sure, you want and need some mountaintops, but there are valleys too. You know, that whole waitin’ on the Lord thing.” 
 
    The discouragement he’d been running from reached out and grabbed Nelson by the throat. “Ugh. Valleys. There’s a good word for it.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t knock them. There’s value in those valleys if you work them right.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How’s that?” 
 
    “Well, for me, when I hit a valley, I start looking for God. Sometimes on the mountaintops, I forget to do that. But in them valleys, man… It’s like, ‘God, where’d You go, dude? I need You here. Help.’” 
 
    Nelson nodded. He knew that feeling.  
 
    “I’ve learned that when I get into a valley, usually I do three things. First, I’m just there and I’m still working things like I did before I got in the valley. Then I look up and look around and go, ‘What happened? How did I get here?’ Now there was a time I’d pretty much freak out at that point and get all, ‘Why does this always happen to me? What is wrong with me? Nobody else has to do this.’ But now, about the time I say that, I remember, and I start telling myself, ‘Okay. Remember God’s got this, LJ. God’s got this. Just take the steps He’s asking you to take. He’ll get you there if you’ll just follow what He’s telling you.’” 
 
    That intrigued Nelson. “Have you ever had to do that with Yoli?” 
 
    “With Yoli? Sure. Of course I have.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Do I look like I know what I’m doing here? I am constantly walking on water with that one.” 
 
    “Like Jesus?” 
 
    LJ laughed. “More like Peter. I’m out there, all trusting Jesus and stuff, and then crash go the waves and crack goes the thunder, and just like that, I’m drinking salt water.” 
 
    “That’s about how I feel most of the time.” 
 
    “The thing you’ve got to remember is it’s all the same story. Walking on water, fighting a giant, going through the Red Sea. In the natural world, none of that is really possible. That’s why you’ve got to stop thinking in the natural world all the time. You’ve got to start seeing the world with eyes of faith. And with the eyes of faith, the crucifixion on Friday is not the end of the story, it’s just one part that you have to go through to get to the bigger victory. 
 
    “It’s like when Peter sank in them waves, what he learned was, the victory wasn’t about him and what he could do. It wasn’t even about him having enough faith to do it. Once he sank, he got really real about his own weakness and reached up and yelled to Jesus for help. The point of the story is not that Peter couldn’t do it on his own and sank, the point is that he was smart enough to ask for help when he sank.” 
 
    Nelson let out a long breath that felt really good. “Am I ever going to get this so you don’t have to keep reminding me all the time?” 
 
    “Hey, that’s why the Bible says we have to encourage each other daily, dude. I think it’s also why God said, ‘It’s not good for a man to be alone.’ It’s not. We need each other to speak God into our lives. I’m just amazed that you finally came around and we can talk about this stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, so am I,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Don’t waste your valley time, Nels,” LJ said. “Use it. It can teach you things the mountaintop never will.” 
 
      
 
    On Thursday Paige got home about ten minutes before Lauren called. Her friend had become very good at checking in and checking up on her. For the first summer in three, Lauren was actually sticking around, which was nice because otherwise Paige would probably have just hibernated.  
 
    “So Wes and I were talking...” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “And we were thinking…” 
 
    “Double uh-oh.” 
 
    “Now be nice,” Lauren said. “You haven’t even heard what I was going to say.” 
 
    “Okay, what were you going to say?” 
 
    “That we should get together and do something.” 
 
    Paige held her uh-oh. “Define we.” 
 
    “We,” Lauren said, “you know, you, us, Nelson, Greg…” 
 
    A cage-match fight to the death went through Paige’s mind. “Tell you what, what if we don’t and say we did?” 
 
    “Come on, P, you can’t avoid them forever.” 
 
    “I’m not avoiding them. I’m just not going out of my way to see them.” 
 
    “That’s avoiding them.” 
 
    Why thinking about getting together with both of them felt like rocks on her spirit, Paige wasn’t sure. “Have they talked?” 
 
    “They? Nels and Greg?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Lauren exhaled. “I don’t think so. Wes has talked to both of them, but all three of you are being so stubborn about this…” 
 
    “Smart,” Paige said. “We’re being smart about it.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re being so smart about it, I haven’t seen you in a week.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not averse to seeing you.” 
 
    “Ugh. You’re hopeless,” Lauren said. “Fine. Tomorrow night, you and me, and no making excuses to get out of it either.” 
 
    “Just you and me?” Paige could breathe again. 
 
    “Just you and me.” 
 
      
 
    Home from work on Friday evening, Nelson was wishing for that piano he had moved that afternoon. He really needed to talk to his dad about his piano in Atlanta. Maybe if his dad just showed up this weekend as he was getting really good at doing, Nelson could casually bring it up. It couldn’t hurt. 
 
    The bleep of his cell phone didn’t really surprise him. That it was Wes surprised him even less. Besides LJ, Wes had been the friend that most tethered his life to something he might actually want to live. 
 
    “Hey, yo, yo,” Nelson said in the best spirits he’d been in in a month. “What’s up, dog?” 
 
    That rendered Wes utterly silent for a whole ten seconds. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t aware I was calling Kanye.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “If only. What’s up?” 
 
    “Well, I’m kinda calling to beg for a favor.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “I need to go pick up a car I just had painted, and it’s kind of on the skankier side of town. I would call Lauren, but she’s busy, and she hates going over there with me.” 
 
    “Just how skanky are we talking?” 
 
    “Well, the place does great work, but it does kind of look like a chop shop.” 
 
    “And you want me to go with you?” 
 
    Wes laughed. “I figure it’d give you points with Lauren.” 
 
    That made Nelson laugh again. “Points with Lauren. Can’t argue with that.” 
 
      
 
    “So, are you really just going to babysit all summer?” Lauren asked as they painted their toenails in Paige’s living room floor. 
 
    “That’s the plan. Why? What’s your big plans?” 
 
    “It’s just I missed everything last summer. I was really looking forward to going and doing stuff. You know, next weekend is that new movie they’re showing in the park.” 
 
    “Uhm, no.” 
 
    “Come on, P. You can’t so no to everything.” 
 
    True, Lauren was right, but still… 
 
    “At least think about it, okay?” 
 
    Paige wanted to argue, but she also knew there were seven whole days to come up with an excuse between now and then. “Fine. I’ll think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa. When you said a car, you meant a car. What is this?” Nelson asked. He’d been quietly circling the classic as Wes worked out the final payment details with the painter guy. 
 
    “A ’68 Buick Skylark. You like?” 
 
    “Like? Are you kidding? It’s phenomenal.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Wes said, breaking into a grin at his friend’s fascination. “What do you say we take your car back to the garage and take it out for a while?” 
 
    “Drive it?” Nelson asked as if Wes had lost his mind. 
 
    “Yes, drive it. What do you think, we’re going to sit there and look at it all night? ‘Sides, I need to test it out anyway. Make sure there aren’t any last minute kinks.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Sure.” 
 
    “K. I’ll meet you at the garage.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson had never been in a car quite so cool before. It was like knowing you were going to be the coolest person out on a Friday night. “I can’t believe this. And you restored it? Like ground-up restored?” 
 
    “Well, this one was in a little better shape than ground-up, but yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “It’s so cool.” Running his hand over the stereo, he flicked it on. The speakers were even better than the car. “So, what’s the plan with it?” 
 
    “I’ve got a buyer lined up for it either tomorrow or next Saturday. Depends on when he can meet. In fact,” Wes said, “do you mind if I call Lauren? She was wanting to see it before it’s gone.” 
 
    “Lauren’s into cars?” 
 
    Wes laughed. “It’s gotten to be kind of a prereq of being around me.” 
 
    “It’s cool by me if you call her. Maybe we can pick her up and hang out.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
      
 
    Lauren’s cell phone rang, and she hopped up and hobbled over to answer it, trying not to upset the drying polish on her toenails. “Talk to me,” she said, answering the thing with outstretched fingers so as not to upset the polish on her fingernails. 
 
    Nails all done, Paige set about putting their project away. 
 
    “Now?” Lauren asked, eyeing Paige. “Uh, I’m with Paige. Yeah, hang on, let me ask.” She held the phone so the caller couldn’t hear. “Wes just picked up the car. You want to…?” 
 
    Excitement poured through Paige. She loved Wes’s cars. “He got it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Of course,” Paige said suddenly in a rush to get everything back in order as fast as possible. She loved getting to ride in Wes’s restored cars. In fact, when they were finished, that was the highlight of the process for her. “Do I have to dress up?” 
 
    Waving her off, Lauren went back to the phone call. “We’re at Paige’s. Yeah. She’s excited. Okay. Cool. See you in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Paige’s. If this was a set-up, Wes was as good at match-making as he was at restoring classics. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll just swing by and get them,” Wes said to Nelson when he hung up with Lauren. 
 
    Although Nelson wanted to protest, he wasn’t sure just how, and before he really figured out the words, they were pulling up at Paige’s. He’d thought he would at least have the walk to the front door to figure something out, but even that was out as the door opened and the two of them came racing down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Oh, wow!” Lauren exclaimed as Wes crawled out of the car on his side. 
 
    Knowing he couldn’t just hide in the car, Nelson heaved a sigh, praying this wouldn’t be as bad as he thought it might be, and dragged himself out of the other side. He sincerely hoped that Paige wouldn’t think he’d set this up, and with that possibility gnawing on his brain, he simply stayed on his side and put his wrists up on the top hood and leaned there. 
 
      
 
    The second Paige realized that Wes wasn’t alone, panic jolted through her. However, it wasn’t like she could say anything about it now. Not with him standing there like that. In fact, Nelson standing there, looking like that was suddenly making it extremely difficult to get a logical thought through her head. He looked like one of those old-school movie stars, all silent and macho and ultra-cool. 
 
    “So are we doing this or what?” Lauren asked as if she had no idea the turmoil she’d just thrown her best friend into. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Wes replied. “Paige, you mind riding in the back?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Sure.” She had no idea how this fruit-basket-turnover of seating would turn out, but she accepted Wes’s offer when he pulled his seat forward.  
 
    “Oh, here,” Nelson said on the other side to Lauren, and just like that, he came into the backseat the other way. 
 
    Instantly Paige’s face heated to the temperature of the sun. What had he said about making out in the backseat with the girls he had dated? She fought to forget that comment not to mention how close he now was to her even as she brushed her hair back from her eyes and half-smiled over at him. “Hey,” she said softly. 
 
    “Hey,” he replied, and then without warning but keeping his hands decidedly to himself, he leaned over to her. “Okay, just so you know, this was not my idea.” 
 
    Before she could stop it, Paige laughed at that. “Surprise. Surprise.” 
 
    He tipped his eyes in apology.  
 
    As they drove out, Paige fought not to categorize everything she liked about him. However, every molecule of her was helpfully registering every single one of them. The angled curve of his jawline, the hint of a five o’clock shadow she hadn’t remembered from before, and those arms. He looked like he spent his life in a gym. How could he possibly be any more gorgeous than she remembered him being? She didn’t know, but he was. 
 
    “So I didn’t get to ask,” Wes said from the front, and Paige cleared her throat not knowing where this might be going, “how was dog walking?” 
 
    The two of them looked at each other as if this was clearly a question for the other. Carefully, slowly Paige lifted her shoulders as if to say, I’ve got nothing. 
 
    “Ugh,” Lauren said from the front. “You would not believe it.” 
 
    Eating her own smile, Paige lowered her gaze from his and tried to retreat into her own little world. It would have been nice of them to give her some sort of head’s up about this whole thing. After all, she was in her work jeans that Dalia had spit up on twice, not to mention she and Bryson had played in the dirt half the morning. She ran her hand down one leg slowly as if she could make them turn into something far more fashionable with a wave of her hand. Unfortunately that didn’t work. No. She was stuck with spit-upon jeans and a boring maroon T-shirt she didn’t even like but put on anyway that morning because who cared?  
 
    Now that she actually cared, it was too late. 
 
    “Mrs. Nunez has this Cocker Spaniel. Cute dog, but wow does it have ADD,” Lauren said. “Seriously. I’m not even kidding. It took 35 minutes to walk around the park once. Once. It has to sniff like everything, and forget your life if it even sees another dog. Kid you not, that thing should be on Prozac or something.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were dog walking,” Nelson said, and Paige nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of his smooth, husky voice. Holy smokes, that voice. She closed her eyes in a slow blink, trying to get the myriad of butterflies it released in her to calm back down again.  
 
    It didn’t help anything that his knee and leg were only a few inches away from hers either or that he seemed perfectly at ease with the whole thing. Yes, he was full-on Nelson Samuels, and he was killing her willpower to keep her distance. Get a grip, Paige. Seriously. You can’t let him get to you like that. 
 
    “I just started yesterday,” Lauren said with a dramatic sigh. “Mom said I needed to do something this summer. It seemed like the best worst option. I mean, I like dogs, right? What’s not to like? Besides, there are a lot of older people in my neighborhood. They all have pets, but a lot of them can’t really get out and give them much exercise.” 
 
    “So there’s more than just Mrs. Nunez then?” Nelson asked, and Paige smiled softly at how friendly he was being with Lauren. She didn’t even know they knew each other that well. 
 
    “Well, so far, I’ve got three. Mrs. Nunez, Mrs. Vincent, and Mrs. Templeton. A Cocker, a mutt, and a Great Dane that thinks it owns the world.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. Glancing over at him though not more than a second, Paige couldn’t help herself from thinking how quietly friendly he was being, and it didn’t seem to be a show either. He seemed genuinely interested in Lauren’s dog tales. 
 
    “I’m serious. You should see how this thing looks at you.” Lauren half-turned though she was holding Wes’s hand. “It’s like ‘bow down and worship me, peasant.’ And the poop. Oh, I’m telling you. I really should have thought this through better than I did.” 
 
    Even Paige couldn’t help but laugh at that one, though she ducked her head when Nelson looked over at her. 
 
    “I think I’ll stick with furniture,” he said, returning his gaze to Lauren. 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said from the front, looking in his rear view. “How’s that going anyway?” 
 
    “We moved a house yesterday,” Nelson said, and Paige looked over at him in concern. 
 
    His smile was soft and boyish and a touch embarrassed. “I mean not the house like the house. The stuff inside the house.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, feeling sheepish at the mistake. Then her gaze dropped to his arm, and sheepish took a nosedive into wow. No wonder they looked like he’d been chopping down sequoias with an ax and nothing more. 
 
    “I’m telling you, you would not believe how much stuff was in that place,” he continued. “You have no idea. Scary thing is, someone said they’re moving to a bigger house. I’m telling you, I’m glad I won’t be there for their next move.” 
 
    “Is anybody else hungry?” Wes asked as they drove up Eighth Street where the open-air cafes were. 
 
    “Starving,” Lauren said. “All Paige fed me was apples and peanut butter.” 
 
    “Ah,” Paige let out a small gasp as she felt Nelson’s gaze slice over to her. “I was going to feed you. You just didn’t give me a chance.” 
 
    “How does burgers sound?” Wes asked, and they all quickly agreed. 
 
      
 
    In the restaurant, Nelson made sure to keep his hands on his waist and nowhere near Paige. For her part, she had her arms wrapped over herself like it was five degrees and she was freezing to death—neither of which were the case. That this was shaping up to look like a double date was not lost on him, but he was determined not to let her think that even though she clearly was protecting herself from any and all untoward intentions.  
 
    Friends. They were out as friends. That was it. That was all. He just had to remember that and not do anything to suggest otherwise. 
 
    At one of the little tables outside, they each took a seat, and of course, he ended up right next to her because Wes and Lauren sat together. There was a breeze that kept dislodging her hair and skittering it across her face. Like she had done a million times in his dreams, Paige brushed the strands back casually with her red-tipped fingers. Man, he had forgotten how much he liked it when she did that. 
 
    “Who’s up for cheese sticks?” Wes asked, perusing the menu. 
 
    “Oh, hey, how about fried pickles?” Lauren asked in reply. 
 
    “You and your friend pickles.” Wes angled his gaze at Nelson. “You’ll have to forgive her. Fried pickles. Ugh. I don’t get the fascination.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Nelson said, looking over his own menu. “I’ve never had fried pickles before, but what do they say, ‘You only live once’?” 
 
    “Finally,” Lauren said, holding up a hand for Nelson to hit, which he did. “Somebody not afraid to try something new.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you might be testing out that only live once thing,” Wes said. “How about we get the sampler? Then you can have your friend pickles, and the rest of us can eat food that is actually supposed to be a thing.” 
 
    “Oh, like what? Stuffed jalapenos? Yeah, there’s something appetizing… not.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Wes said. “Bacon and jalapenos. How can you go wrong with that combination? Am-I-right, Nels?”  
 
    Over the table, Nelson hit Wes’s fist. 
 
    “Hey, whose side are you on anyway?” Lauren asked. 
 
    “Whoever feeds me first,” Nelson said.  
 
    “Spoken like a true guy if I’ve ever heard one,” Lauren said with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    Nelson smiled at her. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “Eh, you guys have your moments.” 
 
    When the conversation broke for a second, Nelson leaned a little closer to Paige. “So what’s good here?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, jumping like she hadn’t realized she’d be included. “The burgers are good, and the turkey melt is really good too.” 
 
    “Turkey melt. Hm… Where is that?” he asked as he flipped back and forth on the menu. 
 
    “Second…” Like she didn’t have time to explain it, Paige reached over and opened his menu before pointing at the item. “Right there.” 
 
    The familiarity she did it with took Nelson completely off-guard, and he pulled the menu up as he cleared his throat. “So does that go well with fried pickles?” He darted his gaze at her over the top of his menu, and he loved it when she laughed out loud. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Wes said, “please don’t encourage her.” 
 
    Paige laughed at that as well, and Nelson’s heart split the chains holding it down and lifted into flight. “Well, it hasn’t killed me yet,” Paige said, still laughing softly. 
 
    He nodded, fighting the grin that he could hardly hold in. “Good to know. Good. To. Know.” 
 
      
 
    For as awkward as the meal could have been, Paige couldn’t help but marvel at how comfortable it was. Although she tried not to let herself get pulled into Nelson’s charms, honestly it wasn’t long and she was laughing at his jokes, always told with that boyish tilt of the eyes and accompanied by his amazingly soft, shy smile. Worse, when she didn’t think anyone was looking, she caught herself sneaking glances over at him and fighting tooth-and-nail to act like just being in his presence wasn’t about to do in her willpower.  
 
    For two long years, she had told herself this was impossible. That it was over, done. It would never happen again. He was gone, and she was over him. So how was she suddenly here, with him, so close she could practically reach out and touch him if she would’ve been so bold? Of course, being that bold was ill-advised, but still, the option was suddenly a viable one. 
 
    Then again, it wasn’t like she looked like any prize at the moment. She was hardly dressed-to-the-nines. She wasn’t even dressed-to-the-fours. And yet, he didn’t seem to notice or care.  
 
    “Not bad,” Nelson said as he ate one of the fried pickles, clearly trying to decide just how awful they really were. 
 
    “I told you,” Lauren said, getting some for herself. 
 
    “Different,” he said, chewing thoughtfully. “Definitely not what you’d expect.” 
 
    Paige watched him mostly because she could, and she smiled at how diplomatic he was being. That was Nelson, always the guy who greased the wheels to make things work for everyone else. She remembered that about him, how tirelessly he worked not just on his own projects but on those for the school and the band. He never wanted anything to go wrong, and he would work himself into the ground to make sure nothing did. But always, always quietly. So quietly that the credit for it all often went to someone else. 
 
    Dragging her eyes off of him because she knew she was being hopelessly obvious, Paige took a cheese stick and focused on it like it held the world’s secrets.  
 
    “So, Wes, what’s up with the car thing anyway?” Nelson asked, leaning his forearms on the table from wrist to elbow. Those arms. Wow. They looked like ripped steel. Carefully Paige set the cheese stick on the little plate and took a drink, trying desperately not to notice as he casually took a couple more fried pickles. Maybe he wasn’t just trying to be diplomatic, maybe he was. It was hard to tell.  
 
    The guys started talking cars, which left Paige pretty much out. But that was okay too. At least this way, she didn’t have to try to sound normal and coherent which at the moment would’ve been a real stretch. She caught Lauren’s gaze once, and her friend smiled like she knew more than she would dare say.  
 
    However, Paige wasn’t ready to go on that trip just yet. Yes, Nelson was back, and yes, it was fun to hang out with him. He was as handsome and wonderful as ever. But as true as all of that was, he was still Nelson—the guy who had talked about forever and then simply walked away. True, she was working on forgiving him for that. But did forgiving mean forgetting? And if it didn’t, where did that leave her? 
 
    “Aztec Auto,” Wes said as the conversation continued. “It’s a buddy of my uncle. So the job’s locked down. I’m just going to have to see if I can find a place to do the restores.” 
 
    “School, work, and restoring cars?” Nelson asked, taking three more fried pickles. “What are you, Superman?” 
 
    Wes shrugged. “The cars are helping pay for school. Work makes sure I can eat and have a roof over my head, and school’s the next step to making life work.” 
 
    Slowly Nelson brushed off his hands. “Well, I have to say, brother, I’m impressed.” 
 
    With a dip of his brows, Wes puzzled at that. “Really?” 
 
    “’Course,” Nelson said. “Then again, I always knew you’d make something work. Remember back in high school setting up all that equipment? Man, you were always the confident one.” 
 
    “The crazy one you mean,” Wes said as if correcting him. 
 
    “Well, that too. But let’s be real, if it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t have tried half the stuff we did.” 
 
    “Yeah, and if it wasn’t for you, half the stuff we tried wouldn’t have worked.” Wes took a drink and sat back. “So are you still writing?” 
 
    Paige felt the glance Nelson took at her though it didn’t make it all the way across the small space between them. 
 
    He nodded slightly. “A little.” Flipping his hand over, he shrugged. “Dad’s got my piano in Atlanta though, so…” 
 
    “Nelson Samuels without a piano?” Wes asked with a soft laugh. “That’s like a fish with no water.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “Tell me about it. I’ve been stuck with the guitar I got out of storage.” He shook his head and took two more fried pickles as if he didn’t even see them. “I’m telling you, that thing has seen better days.” 
 
    Wes glanced over at Paige and ducked his head for a second before dragging his gaze back up to Nelson. “You know, if they get our food out here before Christmas, we’re going to have to take the girls back anyway…” He slid his face down his sleeve before looking right at Paige. “You think your parents would mind if we swung in and played a little bit?” 
 
    The question took Paige so off-guard, she very nearly choked on the last bite of her cheese stick. “Oh. Uh.” Where was no? It had to be there somewhere. “Uhm… I…” 
 
    “Oh. No, hey, man, it’s cool,” Nelson said, leaning back in his chair and keeping his gaze off of her after only one small glance over. “You know, we don’t want to…” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Paige said, having no idea where she was going with that other than the fact that she wanted to run far and fast from the suggestion. “I… Uh… I’m sure…” 
 
    Nelson scraped his thumb down his nose. “Really. We don’t want to just barge in like that.” 
 
    Her emotions were jumping around inside her like a bazillion pinballs. “No. It’s not that… it’s just…” 
 
    “Okay, turkey melt on rye,” the waitress said, suddenly stepping up with a tray full of food. 
 
    Like he’d just been shot, Nelson sat straight up. “Uh, mine.” 
 
      
 
    As the waitress handed out the remainder of the plates, Nelson sat there looking at his food and trying to figure out how to get out of this mess. What was Wes thinking suggesting that? Okay, going out for a drive, ending up at a restaurant, eating out with friends, those he could get written off as happenstance. But singing again, in her basement, with no Greg between them, not to mention at that piano? No. That was not smart… at all. 
 
    “So what do you say?” Wes asked when the waitress left. “Maybe Paige’s house afterward?” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, I don’t think…” Lauren said, glancing at Paige and then at Wes.  
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said in agreement with Lauren though she hadn’t gotten the full protest all the way out. “It’s going to be late.” 
 
    “Late? Pfft,” Wes said. “Since when is nine o’clock late?” 
 
    “Since I have a date with a three bedroom move in the morning,” Nelson said, picking up the sandwich. Not to mention the fact that Paige looked completely petrified by the idea. She hadn’t even looked up since they’d gotten their food. He wanted to tell his friend to shut up already, but he didn’t know how with her sitting right there.  
 
    “It’s… yeah,” Paige said, but she was looking at her food and she suddenly sounded very small and quite unsteady. “We can… if… if you want.” 
 
    Everyone at the table stopped and looked at her, and even Wes suddenly looked overtaken with ‘this was a bad idea.’ 
 
    A second more and Paige’s gaze came up to land on each of them. When it got to his, the quiet sad acceptance in the depths of it took Nelson’s breath right out of his lungs. 
 
    “It’s… it’s cool,” she said, stumbling on the words and brushing her bangs from her eyes. “I mean, yeah. We can if you guys want to.” 
 
    Worry for her jerked through him as her gaze fell back to her burger. She picked up a fry, and looking like a mouse hunched over a piece of cheese, she ate it very slowly. Nelson’s heart hit his shoes, and he ripped his gaze from her, finding Lauren looking between them with concern. 
 
    It was clear she wanted to question the wisdom of her friend’s decision, but she wouldn’t do that with Nelson sitting right there.  
 
    Okay, he decided in a flash, just pretend like that ends the discussion now and figure out a way to get out of it later. “You know what we should do sometime?” he asked as if no one had said anything about going to Paige’s. “We should really try to catch one of those movie in the park things. I saw a flyer about it at the store the other day. Haven’t done that in years.” 
 
      
 
    If breathing was a game, Paige would have been losing big time. Singing in her basement? A movie in the park? The next brilliant idea would be going to Antonio’s or a jazz festival at the park. Did everything have to remind her of their time together? 
 
    It didn’t help the way Lauren was looking at her like she might crack at any moment. Like it or not, she needed to stop acting like she couldn’t handle this. 
 
    “Y-yeah,” she managed to squeak out. “They were going to have it this weekend, but with the rain coming in...” 
 
    “Rain,” Wes said, sitting up with wide, horrified eyes. “Is that tonight?” He pulled out his phone and flipped it on. “Whoa. Oh, man.” Looking up, he tried to see around the building. “Uh. Yeah. This… this is not good, guys.” 
 
    “Why? What’s up?” Nelson asked, and Wes turned the phone around. A green, yellow and red line was creeping toward the dot on the map where they were. 
 
    “Looks like it’s going to be here in like less than an hour,” Wes said, swiping the thing and putting it on the table face up so he could see it. “Crud, we really need to get the car back to the garage like asap. I can’t take a chance on getting it hailed on.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh, then we need to go,” Paige said as she jumped into action and stuffed three fries in her mouth. “We could take this with us.” 
 
    “No, we can…” Wes said before checking the radar again. “Yeah, maybe we’d better.” 
 
    Just like that, they were all moving, asking for to-go boxes, getting and paying the check, and dumping food and drinks into carry-outs as fast as they could. Back through the restaurant they went, and out the other side, Paige saw with one look that this storm wasn’t playing around. 
 
    “I’m not sure if we have time to take you guys back by your house,” Wes said as the four of them slid into the Skylark. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Paige said for both of them even as Nelson’s gaze caught and held on her from across the seat. “Just take us to the garage first. I can call Dad to come get me, or you and Lauren could take me in your car.” 
 
    “Or I could take you,” Nelson said even as Wes fired up the car and backed out, carefully but quickly.  
 
    Paige’s gaze jerked over to him, and she put her hand on the seat to keep from weaving into him when Wes turned sharply and headed out into traffic with a screech. “Oh, no. That’s okay. You… don’t….” 
 
    However, his gaze softened in that way he had that always took away her protests. “It’s driving you home, Paige. I think I’ll live through it.” 
 
    Yes, but would she? 
 
      
 
    They made it into the garage with only minutes to spare. In fact, they were all climbing out of the confines of the car when the first hard drops of rain sounded on the tin outside. 
 
    “Whew,” Wes said, checking over the car. “That was too close for comfort.” 
 
    Lauren laughed. “Hate to say, I have to agree. Never thought I’d be so protective of a car, but I guess that’s what working on the thing for months and being a few hours from the pay-off will do for you.” 
 
    “So, you’re selling it tomorrow then?” Nelson asked, and Paige noticed how studiously he wound his arms in front of him. Some was about the arms. Some was about how he hadn’t so much as even mistakenly touched her all evening. It was beginning to be clear to her he might be serious about this whole being friends and see where it goes thing. 
 
    Maybe she had been wrong to make it such a point to not be around him for the last two weeks. 
 
    “That’s the plan.” Wes cleaned off the mirror and a smudge on the passenger door just as the pounding on the roof intensified. “I’ve got paying for two computer classes riding on this baby.” 
 
    “Wow. That much, huh?” Nelson asked. “No wonder you’re so protective. So, how do you find these cars anyway? You just pick the ones that show up?” 
 
    Instead of Wes answering, it was Lauren that laughed. “Hardly. Oh, my gosh, you have no idea how long I spent on my floor with my laptop going through the options for this one.” 
 
    “You?” Nelson asked and then he seemed to realize how that sounded. “I mean, I didn’t know you were into cars.” 
 
    “I didn’t either,” she said, grinning. “But Wes isn’t into spreadsheets and I’m not half-bad with them, so…” 
 
    “Hm. Quite a partnership you’ve got going there,” Nelson said with a nod. “But how do you choose? You say you have a spreadsheet?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Lauren rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s not as easy as it sounds. You have to factor in the cost of the car, the parts to fix it up, the paint job, the market for it, how long it will take to fix it up, what you can sell it for at the end, if there’s anything wonky on it like not having a clear title or something. Like this one, it was in pretty good shape, didn’t need a lot of parts, so the time factor of the turnaround made some difference too.” 
 
    “Not as many parts, not as much to fix, faster turn-around time,” Wes said, and he held up his hand and made a money sign.  
 
    “Got it,” Nelson said.  
 
    “But there’s always those surprises too,” Lauren said. “I can do all the spreadsheet stuff, but when it comes to actually choosing one, Wes is amazing. He’s like the car whisperer or something.” 
 
    “Ha,” Wes said. “I wish. I definitely wouldn’t know where to even start if Lauren wasn’t scouring every website out there trying to figure out where parts might be and what we’re going to have to pay for the things when we find them.” 
 
    “It’s a team effort,” Lauren said, laying her hand on Wes’s chest when he came over and put his arm around her. 
 
    “That it is.” And he bent and kissed her gently. 
 
    Paige smiled. They always looked so very right together. It was amazing how many hoops they had gone through to even be a couple. With that thought, she glanced over at Nelson still asking questions about the car operation. It was clear from her memories of Wes and Lauren that their relationship had been anything but easy. In fact, Lauren had said at the time she wished love was like the movies where the guy looks at you and you look at him and just know… 
 
    Sure, those couples had a few problems, but love was enough to get them through all of it. Too bad real life didn’t always work like that. 
 
    “Man, it’s really coming down out there,” Wes said just as Lauren’s cell phone buzzed in her pocket. 
 
    She answered it as the guys’ conversation shifted to something about the weather. “Now?” Lauren asked. “Ugh. Fine. Yeah. Okay. Yeah. Yeah, I’ll head over there. K. ‘Bye.” Shutting the thing off, she stuffed it in her pocket. “Well, I hate to break this up, but Mom needs me to go home to be with Benj. He’s there by himself and it sounds like he’s a little freaked.” 
 
    “Oh.” Wes straightened. “I could take you. My car’s right out front.” 
 
    Instantly Paige did a head-count and did not like the numbers she came up with.  
 
    Lauren, too, seemed to hesitate, and her gaze went to Paige. “Wes could take you after he drops me off.” 
 
    However, Nelson jumped in with a shrug. “Nah. Really. It’s okay. I’ve got my car. I can take you.” Suddenly he stopped and looked at Paige like she might think it was as horrible of an idea as it probably was. “Unless…” 
 
    Fighting to stifle the sigh of frustration, Paige knew busting up Wes and Lauren just to make her feel better wasn’t being very gracious to either of them. Plus, it would make Nelson feel like a heel. “It’s okay.” She wound her arms in front of her, kicked her foot, and laid her gaze on the concrete. “Nelson can take me. It’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    Why did she always have to make that sound like being around him was the last worst option on the whole list of bad options? However, Nelson didn’t have much time to question it. 
 
    “Sorry, guys. We’d better get,” Lauren said, and Wes dug all of the food take-out boxes from the Skylark. 
 
    “I think those two are yours,” he said, handing them to Nelson. 
 
    “K.” Nelson took them as Paige got their drinks. “So I’ll see you guys at church on Sunday?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    And just like that, the four of them went out and dashed down the sidewalk, squealing through the rain to get to the cars. Nelson wished he had thought to go and get the car open for her. Unfortunately, it all happened so fast, there was no analyzing to it. Instead, she tumbled in the opposite side as he dove into his. With her hair half up in the wild up-clip and in what amounted to house-painting attire, she took casual to a whole new level, and Nelson couldn’t deny he loved it every bit as much as he’d always loved her put-together looks. 
 
    “Ugh.” Setting the drinks between them, she brushed herself off. “Well, so much for that.” Without asking, she reached over to him and took the two meals. “Sheesh, what a mess. I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what she was apologizing for. “What?” he asked as he started the car and turned the heater on because there was a definite chill in the summer air now. 
 
    “That.” She shook her head, and brushed at her bangs. “You know, Wes and Lauren. I mean, they mean well and everything, but…” 
 
    The other two were already pulling out of the parking lot, so Nelson could hardly justify just sitting there. If nothing else, they would notice and one of them was sure to ask. “Is this… I’m sorry. Is this… a problem?” 
 
    She slid her seatbelt on before laying her forearms on the take-out boxes with a sigh. “No. It’s fine.” 
 
    There was that word again. 
 
    “It’s just…” Letting out a longer breath, she shook her head and shrugged. “I mean, could they be any more obvious?” 
 
    Nelson knew what she meant, but he still wasn’t sure how much was a set-up and how much was just coincidence. “Well, for what it’s worth, I’m kind of glad.” Carefully, he followed Wes to the exit and pulled into traffic, trying to keep his heart rate from taking off without him. “But I am sorry about the whole playing at your house idea. I don’t know what Wes was thinking on that one.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, sorry I kind of flipped out about it.” Her gaze was down so Nelson couldn’t really see it. “I know I shouldn’t be like that.” 
 
    “Like…?” he asked, and he had to turn the wipers on faster as honestly he couldn’t see five feet ahead of them. 
 
    “You know.” She let out a breath and shook her head. “I mean, we’re friends, right? I mean, kind of friends anyway so…” 
 
    Kind of friends? If Nelson hadn’t needed his eyes on the road to have any chance of getting them to her house safely, he surely would’ve pinned them on her at that comment. She didn’t think they were more than kind of friends?  
 
    “It’s just… I don’t want it to be all weird, you know?” she continued almost without pause. “It’s already weird enough. But it’s not that I don’t want you guys to be able to practice like you used to. I just don’t want it to be all…” 
 
    “Weird?” Nelson asked, glancing at her. 
 
    Paige sighed. “Yeah.” She sat for one long second. “But I’m probably messing that up too, huh?” 
 
    “Paige,” Nelson said, really wishing he could have this conversation without the threat of being swept away in flood waters. 
 
    “No. Nels. Really. You don’t have to apologize for it. I know…” 
 
    “I’m not…” 
 
    “I’m trying to be cool with it. I just…” 
 
    “Paige,” he said, losing a little of his cool in the life-and-death car ride and the frustration with it all.  
 
    Why she suddenly sounded like she might start crying, he didn’t know, but he heard it just the same. Worse, with this glance over, the fact that she was leaning as far away from him as possible drove right over his heart. Cortisol rush flashed through his mind, and he had to let out a stream of air to not get hammered by the understanding of how desperately she was trying to detach from him, not to mention how skittish and defensive she suddenly seemed. Whoa. Slow down there, Nels. Just slow down. Keep it cool. Don’t scare her off.  
 
    “I’m kind of surprised,” he said, taking a different tack as he went through the stoplight that glittered in the rain through the windshield. “The whole Wes and Lauren thing. I mean, I know they’ve been together for a while now, but wow… didn’t see that one coming.” 
 
    Thankfully, Paige relaxed a bit at that. At least she peeled herself off of the opposite door. “I don’t know.” And there was a hint of a smile. “I think they make a really great couple. He’s so good for her.” 
 
    Now that was something Nelson could work with. “Oh, really? How do you mean?” 
 
    Dreamy. It was the word that came to mind when she started speaking again. In fact, she sounded wholly different than she had even moments before. “He’s just so solid, you know? He’s always there for her no matter what.” She brushed at her hair. “Like last year at prom, she wrecked her ankle right before it, and she ended up not even being able to go. So he went to her house and made her soup and just hung out with her the whole night so she wouldn’t be alone.” 
 
    “Wes?” Nelson asked as he navigated onto the last stretch of road to her house. 
 
    “Yes, Wes,” she said with a laugh. “I know. He’s always been kind of goofy and obnoxious, but with Lauren. I don’t know. It’s not that he’s not goofy with her because he is. They have a lot of fun together, but it’s… different. For one thing, he’s super protective of her.” 
 
    “Protective? Like…?” 
 
    “Like, you can tell, he’s always thinking about what’s best for her, for them. I remember last year at Homecoming, she was going out with this real jerk. He was a football jock. Totally not her type. Anyway, we all went to the game, and she came in this dress that was definitely not meant for cold football games. It was literally freezing out there. But Wes just wrapped her in a blanket and sat by her the whole game like that was the most normal thing in the whole world.” 
 
    “Like a friend?” Nelson asked as he pulled into her driveway. 
 
    “Yeah, but it was more than that. He kept her company because she was alone, and then…. I don’t know…. He let her go when she needed him to?” Paige squinted into that thought as Nelson parked.  
 
    The familiar feelings of sitting out here in front of her house with her all those times in high school flooded back over him. However, he knew enough now not to do anything to make this weird. So he put the car in park and killed the engine. “Honestly, I think it’s cool how she is with him.” 
 
    Paige puzzled at that as Nelson put his back to his own door, pulled his drink out and took a sip, glad they’d made it in one piece and he could finally let his nerves relax a little bit. The rain continued to thump and spatter across the car, but if she wasn’t making a move to get out, then neither was he. “What do you mean, how she is with him?” 
 
    “Just… she’s so…” Nelson said. “I don’t know. I guess I saw a lot of girls up in Seattle, and it’s like they’re all running some kind of mind game with the guys.” 
 
    “Oh, here.” Without fanfare or stopping his thought, she handed him his meal.  
 
    “Thanks.” Nelson opened his as she opened hers and completely surprisingly, she simply turned in her seat, pulling her leg up and pressing her back to her door before taking out a fry that was surely cold by now. “I guess it was more like they were trying to trap the guys rather than being a couple, except for Yoli,” Nelson continued. “She wasn’t like that at all.” 
 
    “Who’s… Yoli?” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “Yolanda. LJ’s girlfriend. You would have liked Yoli. Very down-to-earth. No head games with her, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I think it’s cool how they work so well together,” Paige said, biting into another fry. “I mean, yeah, they can be sappy and romantic and all that stuff, but mostly, they’re just… on each other’s side, you know?” 
 
    “It’s weird,” Nelson said before he thought that he shouldn’t go there with her. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    He let out a breath, seriously questioning if he should tell her about his last semester. “It’s just crazy how wrong I used to have the whole love thing.” 
 
    Paige squinted at that. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I always thought it was about the flowers and where you were going on the date, impressing her, that kind of thing.” Slowly he shook his head, not sure she had any desire to hear this. 
 
      
 
    Although it skidded across her heart, Paige saw him start to withdraw, his gaze going down and not coming back up again. She knew that look, better than she knew her own name. It drew her in as her heart whispered she couldn’t leave him alone in that quiet pain. “And now?” she asked softly. 
 
    He glanced up at her, and oh, what those sad, dark eyes did to her resolve not to fall for him again. “I told you about the movies, the cinema class,” he said, and he took another drink before going back to the food he was merely picking at.  
 
    “Yeah?” she said, interested and wanting to keep him talking so he wouldn’t have a chance to withdraw. 
 
    “Well, there was this one. The Phantom of the Opera.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it,” she said carefully. 
 
    “Ever seen it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “I hadn’t either. But it’s basically about this guy that lives in a lair beneath the opera house, and he has this mad crush-obsession with this girl who sings in the opera. He basically kidnaps her and well, kind of demands that she fall in love with him, which she does… kind of…” 
 
    “Wait. How do you kind of fall in love with someone?” Paige asked, hearing her own question only after she’d voiced it. 
 
    “Well, she falls for his act, let’s put it that way, but she doesn’t want to fall for him because how he is scares her. Then she sees who he really is—beneath the mask, how he’s really sad and lonely, and for like ten seconds she says she loves him and then she leaves with somebody else.” 
 
    Paige’s eyebrows furrowed. “Sounds awful.” 
 
    That dragged a laugh out of Nelson. “It’s not awful exactly, but it really got me to thinking… a lot. About relationships and love and about how we wear these masks and try to pretend like we’re someone we’re not so the other person will fall in love with us.” 
 
    “But if you fall in love with someone who’s pretending…” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said softly, and when his gaze fell again, so did Paige’s heart. 
 
    Why, oh, why could she not just get herself to stop caring for him? It would’ve been so, so much easier. “Is that… Is that what you think you did… with me?” 
 
    The forced smile plastered to his face when he looked up at her raked across her heart. His shrug dug so deeply into it, her heart physically panged. “Sometimes.” 
 
    Guilt swamped her. “Nels…” 
 
    “No, Paige.” He shook his head. “No. Don’t. It wasn’t just with you. I mean… oh, boy, this sounds really bad.” 
 
    Though she felt like it might kill her to hear it, Paige simply sat and waited for him to be ready to say it. 
 
    “I got a lot of things wrong,” he finally said. “Leaving, yes. But even before that.” His gaze came up, soft and heartbroken. “I thought loving somebody was about getting them to love me. I guess I never really realized there’s more to it than that. You know, the other night, we were singing all those love songs I wrote back in high school. It’s bizarre to me because I don’t even remember most of those girls. I mean, blonde hair, dark hair, sophomore year, junior year, some names, a few faces, but that’s about it. I don’t really remember much about them at all.” 
 
    Watching him, Paige knew he was letting her into his world much farther than he ever had before. This was the real Nelson, not the one who was trying to impress her or the one who was desperately trying not to let her see what was real. Yes, he’d told her about the music he could hear and about his dad, but this… this was something else entirely. 
 
    “And I know, that’s bad,” he said with a breath. “But it’s like they were interchangeable or something, like it didn’t matter who I was with as long as I was with someone.” 
 
    “You needed someone to hold onto,” she said softly. 
 
    “Yeah. But it always fell apart. They’d do something, or I’d do something, or something would happen, and BAM, it was over. I mean, I guess I’d be upset about it for a while, thus all the ‘I’m dying inside’ songs, but eventually, I’d find someone else, and the whole thing would start all back over again.” 
 
    “You dated. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “No. Probably not except, it wasn’t like Wes is with Lauren. It was never like that. I wanted them to be there for me, but I’m not sure I was ever really there for them. I hate that now, but I know it’s the truth. It’s like I was in love with the falling in love part but I didn’t know how to be in love.” He ate the last of his turkey melt and snapped the lid back on the box before tossing it to the floorboard. Sitting back, he took a drink. “I think some of it has to do with my dad.” 
 
    “Is he still making life as miserable as always?” 
 
    Nelson tipped his eyebrows. “Not as much anymore, but it was more than that. I mean, I think, growing up, I got that love isn’t supposed to last. You have it for as long as it’s there, and when it falls apart, you move on.” He dropped his head to the side. “It’s crazy because I see now that’s how I thought it just was, how it would be with us. And I don’t know, maybe that is how it was with us.” 
 
    Not sure what to say to that Paige dropped her gaze to the scraps of her own food. “Nels…” 
 
    “No, Paige. I’m not trying… I don’t want this to be weird, like you said. I don’t, but I also…” He let out a breath. “The truth is, this last semester, it was like taking my life and ripping it open all the way down to the guts of it. And, you know, I’m still trying to process a lot of it, a lot of what I found out or figured out about me… about myself.” A second and he laughed softly. “I don’t know. It’s hard to get it all into words, but… I’m trying. I’m trying to sort it all out, to get a handle on it, you know?” Slowly he dropped his gaze and let it hold on his hands before picking it back up to her. “And one of the things I’m seeing is how bad I am with letting people in.” 
 
    Nelson put his head back against the window. “Poor LJ. Man, he spent the whole semester just head-desk, head-desk, head-desk because I was being so dense about everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Everything,” Nelson said with a stamp, further emphasized when he took a drink. “What I wanted to do with my life. What I didn’t want to do with my life. Where I wanted to be. Where I didn’t want to be. I wanted to come home, but I didn’t think I should. The music. My dad. You.” He smiled softly as he tilted his head at that. “I was pretty much a head case about all of it if you want to know the real truth.” 
 
    “You’ve never been a head case,” she said gently. “A little confused, hurt, maybe a little scared to be as awesome as everyone always knew you were.” 
 
    “See, that’s what I mean. I don’t see myself like that. I don’t see myself as awesome. I see myself as scared. I see myself as worried and just knowing I’m going to face-plant at any second.” 
 
    “But that’s real,” she said. “That’s what makes your music so amazing… because it’s real. Yeah, okay, so you went out with a lot of girls, fell in love, fell out of love, whatever, but you have a gift for capturing that. It’s what so many people feel but they can’t capture it like you do.” 
 
    At that moment the front porch light snapped on, and Paige jumped a foot. The rain was still coming down though it was far softer now.  
 
    “Ah, rats,” she said. “I forgot to text Mom. Ugh. Yep.” She pulled her phone out just as a text came in. Quickly she typed a reply and hit send. “They were wondering who was out here.” A breath and she looked up at him when another text came in. “Mom said you can come in if you want.” 
 
    That sent utter fear onto Nelson’s face. “Come…? Oh, I don’t…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Paige said, sensing his discomfort. “You don’t have to stay if you need to get home.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson was caught in the twilight zone between what to do and what not to do.  
 
    “Uh,” he said desperately trying to figure out what was the best option—what she really wanted, what he wanted. Should. Shouldn’t. What if… It all spun in him like a top in a blender. “I… Uh… I don’t…” 
 
    Paige looked at him then, and his heart latched onto the softness of her gaze which jerked him to a complete stop. How could she undo him like that? One look. One soft smile. And his whole act of trying to being cool about it all completely disintegrated.  
 
    “You should come. I’m sure they’d love to see you,” she said. “You know them.” 
 
    He did know them, better maybe than his own parents. “Well, okay, but just to say hi.” 
 
      
 
    Once out of the car, Paige made sure to wrap her arms in front of herself as they went up the walk, together but not like a couple. As easy as it would have been to give in to the feelings being around him was reawakening in her, she was determined not to let herself go there because she knew once she did, there would be no going back.  
 
    The rain had slowed to a light, miserable drizzle, and at the door she didn’t so much as slow down before going right on in. She glanced behind her as he ducked in behind her and crossed the threshold as well. That wasn’t fair. It really wasn’t. Why did every little thing he did even when he wasn’t trying to be enthralling take her knees right out from under her so thoroughly? 
 
    Inside, his hands were buried in the pockets of his denim jacket and looked destined to stay there. In fact, he looked intimidated beyond measure, and Paige’s heart went out to him. She wanted to reassure him that her parents held no ill-will toward him and weren’t going to chop him in half for showing up again like he had, but it was too late for that now. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” her mother said as she went to the kitchen where she was joined by Paige’s dad who had come out of the master bedroom in his lounge pants, T-shirt and socks. “I didn’t mean you all had to come in. I was just trying to figure out where you were and who was out there.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Paige said, never moving her arms from in front of herself. The very last thing she wanted was for them to get the wrong idea about the whole situation. “We were just out there talking.” 
 
    “Nelson,” her father said to the guy still standing a half-step behind her. The shadow of him hovering there was making the butterflies she was trying so hard to deny dance inside her like a hip hop party gone mad. 
 
    “Mr. Grayson.” Nelson put out his hand, halfway coming around Paige, and in the next second he touched her back with his other hand. Whether judging the distance or trying not to trip over her, she didn’t know, but she nearly gasped at the feel of it. 
 
    Paige yanked her gaze down as Nelson shook her father’s hand before resuming his position behind her, thankfully retrieving his hand in the process. Though now, she remembered his touch in ways she had sworn she had forgotten. It jumpstarted her heart and sent her senses reeling from the desire for just one more. Stop it, Paige. Stop it already. It’s just Nelson. But, of course, that was the problem. 
 
    “We’re so glad you’re back in town,” her mother said to Nelson. “Sorry we didn’t get a chance to chat the other night at the concert.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s… that’s fine,” Nelson said, glancing at Paige.  
 
    She was smart enough not to return the look. With him only inches away from her, that would be deadly to her willpower’s vow to not get sucked into the mesmerizing vortex of him, and she knew it. 
 
    “Well, goodness, we don’t have to stand around here all night,” her father said, and he put out his hand to the living room. “You can have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    Had he said it like a question, Nelson would certainly have spoken up and said he needed to get home. But it wasn’t a question, and the last thing he wanted to do was annoy her father. “O… kay.”  
 
    If someone had written a rule book for this situation, Nelson would have gladly read it, memorized it, and followed every scintilla of advice it had to give. As it was, he was completely on his own with this one and like she had said that one time, he was suddenly swimming in a pool with no water. He sat down on the couch and watched her sit on the opposite side about as far away from him as she could get. Worse, she curled up there like an injured animal, her hands twisting together up in front of her body like she wanted to disappear altogether. Her sweet face looked wary, nervous, and defensive, like she was hoping no one would even try to get close to her. That hurt his heart like a sharp stab with a jagged knife. However, he couldn’t think or worry about that right now. No, right now, his main objective was to not tank this parental interview that someone really should have warned him was coming. 
 
    Folding his hands as he came forward, Nelson fought to breathe and to figure out how he could make them both just disappear, but not together. No. Definitely not together. 
 
    “So, Nelson,” her father said, and Nelson fought like crazy not to fidget, “are you back for the summer?” 
 
    Somehow speaking sounded like a very bad idea, but Nelson knew he didn’t have the luxury of just sitting there. “Uh, no. I’m back… for good.” He glanced over at Paige who had her gaze decidedly down in front of her. Her lips were wound under her teeth like she was trying not to say anything or trying not to cry, he couldn’t tell which. It took effort to get his gaze back over to her father. “I uh…” He rubbed his hands together and yanked his gaze back down to them, fighting like crazy to form words that would both explain his current situation and defuse the tension that had settled like a black cloud on the room. “The truth is, Northwestern wasn’t quite what I thought it was going to be.” 
 
    “Well, I certainly understand that,” her father said, sounding far more civil than the situation seemed to allow. “I think half of life is figuring out where you don’t want to be.” 
 
    Nelson smiled at that, grateful to the man for his wisdom even as he nodded. At least they weren’t going to eat him alive. That was something, and somehow it emboldened him to keep talking. “Yeah, well, I also found out engineering’s not really all it’s cracked up to be… for me anyway. I mean, the math part of it was cool, but...” Then he thought how all of that might sound. “Not that I was flunking out or anything. Fact, I made the President’s list the last semester. I just… it was just something to do. I didn’t love it, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, I hear you,” her father said. “When I first started college, I got talked into accounting.” He shuttered slightly and laughed at that. “Definitely not my calling, I assure you. But then I found finance, and that was a far better fit.” He folded his hands as his face fell into more interest. “So what’re you thinking about studying then? Going forward?” 
 
    “Oh, well, uhm, I’ve already been accepted to Tech.” He glanced over at Paige again, and this time it jolted his heart that her soft, full eyes were there watching him. She looked so unbelievably sad, and yet quietly interested. Ripping his gaze back down, he stuck it on his hands and willed it to stay there. Looking at her was a one-way ticket to losing all track of everything practical. “I’m actually thinking about audio-tech. They have this new program where you do performance and audio engineering together. Then you can work in studios and that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Well, I have to say, music makes a whole lot more sense for you,” her mother said, and her face was so gently encouraging, Nelson’s heart turned over when he glanced at her. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
      
 
    They talked a while longer, mostly about Nelson’s plans for the future and where he was staying for the summer. Although Paige knew she shouldn’t let herself, she found it more and more difficult to not get taken in by his handsome, humble ways. He was Nelson Samuels after all. He could do anything he chose. He still had talent running out his ears, and yet, he sounded almost unsure about himself just like he always had when they were together. She didn’t want to admit how that made her feel, how protective and worried about him she became when she saw that side of him. But as much as she wanted to deny it, it was true every time she bothered to get real with herself. 
 
    How did he always make her want to just hold him and love him and want to tell him it was all going to be okay? And he didn’t even seem to be trying to do that either. When her parents finally decided it was time to break up the festivities and call it an evening, Nelson stood and shook her dad’s hand as if that wasn’t weird at all. In fact, he looked downright unfazed by it. Standing, Paige dropped her gaze from the sight and stuck her hands in her back pockets. She hunched over lest she inadvertently get too close to him and risk her parents thinking something that wasn’t. 
 
    “Well, good night, you two,” her mother said. 
 
    “Night,” Paige managed to squeak out, but she never moved from the spot as if she was glued to the floor. When her parents vacated the room, Paige wasn’t at all sure what came next. She wound her lips under her teeth and bit hard, knowing she should say something but having no clue what that something should be. This being alone with him thing was not the smartest idea in the whole world when she was trying so hard to keep her distance. 
 
    Nelson swung his gaze back around and dropped it onto her. “Well, I guess I should be going.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said, hating the soft squeak of her voice. It wasn’t her fault. Her head was starting to get fuzzy and unreliable for lack of oxygen. Why wasn’t he moving? 
 
    They stood like that for another few seconds before he shook his head slightly and turned for the door. What it was like to be able to breathe again. She nearly passed out from the rush of air into her system.  
 
    Sliding her feet rather than walking, she followed him almost to the door where he turned without warning. She stopped abruptly, still a good four feet away, swaying there on the momentum, but no way was she going to go even a step closer. Honestly she wasn’t sure which of them she was most worried about doing something rash. Probably herself, and that wasn’t a good thought. 
 
    “Well, I guess, take care,” he said, and each word was like he was afraid to say anything. 
 
    Paige nodded and swallowed before she willed her gaze to go up to him and hold. “Okay, I will. You too. Oh, and drive careful.” She swallowed when he did not move but rather held her gaze for another heart-stopping second. 
 
    Finally, with a nod that looked like he wanted to say so much more, he ducked, turned, and headed out into the rain-soaked night. With a slow, painful breath, Paige stepped to the door only after it was closed and leaned her head on the jamb watching him walk away down the sidewalk. Why did it feel like her heart was going with him?  
 
    Worse, somehow she knew it always would.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Janet’s place was dark when Nelson got home, and he was practically in the living room before he realized he wasn’t in the house alone.  
 
    “Hey, Nels,” his dad said from the couch where he sat with Janet, and Nelson nearly jarred his knee out of socket from the sudden stop in the doorway. 
 
    “Oh. Uh. Hey.” Standing there, Nelson put his hands on his hips as his gaze went first to the television, which was on but the sound was off. Weird but okay. However, in one breath, he knew the movie and the scene almost as well as he knew his own heartbeat. ‘The Greatest Showman.’ It was the part when Jenny Lind first sings Never Enough, and almost without his thinking about it, his heart filled in the words though not a single one could be heard in the silence of the room. Yanking his attention from the television, he put it back on the two on the couch. “I didn’t know you were coming this weekend.” 
 
    At that moment, Nelson’s gaze caught the rustling shadow on the couch next to Janet. Before his brain could decipher it, the little thing sent up a wail of tiny, frantic barks.  
 
    “Bella,” Janet said, sitting up and grabbing hold of the crazed little furball. “Shhh. It’s just Nelson. Calm down. Calm down. It’s okay.” 
 
    Nelson raised an eyebrow at the sight which was now clearer as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. His father’s arm never really left from around Janet’s shoulders though she wasn’t really under it anymore as she wrestled with the struggling little dog. They were both in the loungiest lounge clothes he’d ever seen either of them in. In fact, Janet’s hair looked a lot like Paige’s had—up, down, neither here nor there, like a rebellious halo circling her head. 
 
    “Shhh,” Janet said, running her hand down the black dog’s head to calm it. “You’re okay.” The tiny thing turned on her and lunged up, licking at her face as she both tried to dodge it and accept it. “That’s right. You’re okay.” 
 
    Reaching up, Nelson scratched the back of his head. He had no idea where to go from there. “What? Are we dog sitting?” 
 
    His dad laughed and stood before putting his hand out to shake Nelson’s. Taken aback by the gesture, Nelson shook his dad’s hand even as the movie continued on the screen and Janet stood too, still corralling the squirming animal. 
 
    “Good to see you,” his dad said. 
 
    “Y-yeah. Good to see you too.” Nelson let his gaze bounce over to Janet as he tried to understand what was going on.  
 
    Catching the question Nelson didn’t voice, his dad folded his arms and tipped his head toward Janet and the dog. “It was a present. Peace offering if you will.” 
 
    Not sure just how to react to that Nelson nodded. “Oh. That’s cool.” 
 
    “She’s a-a little hyper,” his dad said as if to apologize, and Nelson lifted his eyebrows again.  
 
    “Yeah. I can see that.” 
 
    “She’s just in a strange place,” Janet said, loving on the little dog that had calmed down but only somewhat. “She’ll get used to us.” 
 
    Nelson sure hoped so. He wasn’t looking forward to getting yipped at every time he walked into a room. 
 
    “So, how’s everything?” his dad asked, sitting back down, followed by Janet and Bella. 
 
    Truly, Nelson was tired of the interrogations, but he saw no way around it, so he sat down as well in the chair. “Okay. I guess.” 
 
    “You o-out with P-paige?” his father asked, dipping back down into topics they had never really discussed much less talked about casually before. 
 
    Unfortunately the answer to that really depended on his dad’s definition of ‘out.’ “Oh, uh, we went to eat with Wes and Lauren and then I took her home. But we’re… we’re not…” 
 
    “You know, we’re going golfing tomorrow,” his dad said. “You should invite her.” 
 
    “Invite…?” Nelson’s eyebrows went up in terror. “Oh, uh. No, Dad. I’ve got work in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, how’s that going? A moving company, isn’t that what Janet said?” 
 
    News suddenly traveled faster than Nelson was used to. “Yeah. It’s good, you know?” He shrugged. “Something to do. Make some money over the summer.” 
 
    “Well, that’s great. Maybe next time,” his dad said, “on the g-golfing th-thing.” 
 
    “Okay. Yeah.” And then Nelson did a head count and realized he’d be aced out of his bed again tonight. “Uh, so, are you… do you want my room?” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, no. I’ll just crash on the couch,” his dad said, putting his arm around Janet and pulling her closer. That was weird in all kinds of ways Nelson couldn’t even put into words. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    When Nelson got to his room, his mind spinning with 17,000 different thoughts, he sat down on his bed to decompress. After a moment, he pulled out his phone. He wouldn’t call her, but a text just to touch base might not hurt. 
 
    Just wanted you to know I had a great time tonight. I hope it wasn’t too weird. 
 
    With a smile, he thought about the song Never Enough, and he shook his head. That’s how he felt about Paige, without her all of everything in the world would never be enough for him. 
 
    Me too, her text came back, and I’m kind of getting used to weird. 
 
    He loved her deft use of words. Night. 
 
    Night. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Nelson was sitting over cereal and toast when his dad stumbled in bleary-eyed from the couch. 
 
    “You’re up early,” his dad said, and Nelson felt the cold, harsh rush of the familiar defensiveness flood into his chest. 
 
    “Gotta be there by seven-thirty.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. On a Saturday?” His dad sat at the table without getting himself anything. A moment and he leaned his arms on the table. “That’s dedication.” 
 
    “Survival,” Nelson said, and he didn’t try to take the hard edge off the word. “Gotta figure out how to pay for school come the fall.” 
 
    A breath and his dad nodded as his gaze fell to the table. “Uh, a-about that, Nels. I-I know h-h-h-how hard this has been on y-you, and I’m s-s-s-sorry about that.” 
 
    “No, Dad.” Exhaustion poured into him. “It’s okay. Really. I get it. You don’t have to apologize.” Suddenly all Nelson wanted to do was finish up his breakfast and disappear out that door as fast as he could. 
 
    “I-I know y-y-you ‘get it,’” his dad said, putting finger quotes around the words. “Y-you always h-h-have b-because you didn’t have another ch-choice.” 
 
    The stuttering was making Nelson exceedingly uncomfortable—either that, or his father’s attempt at being reasonable. Whatever it was, he just wanted to run. “Yeah, well, it is what it is.” Drinking the last of the milk from the bowl, Nelson started to stand. 
 
    Reaching out, his father stopped him. “N-Nelson, c-c-can we t-talk? J-just for a m-m-m-minute?” 
 
    With everything in him, Nelson wanted to tell his father no, but propriety or respect or something like that wouldn’t let him. Reluctantly, he sat back down. “Okay, but I’ve really got to be going in like fifteen minutes.” 
 
    His father nodded, his eyes apologizing though he never voiced that. After a moment, his gaze fell to the table. “L-l-look, I-I know how h-hard all of this has been on you, growing-growing-growing up like you did.” Every word was now a struggle, and all Nelson wanted to do was stop his father and tell him it was all fine and cool. No need to rehash what was over and done with. 
 
    “There h-have been a lot of t-times when I know I w-w-wasn’t th-there for you when I sh-should have been, and y-y-you had to f-f-figure things out on-on-on your own. That w-wasn’t fair of m-m-me to do to y-you.” 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    “No. N-Nelson, please…” 
 
    A soft sigh as Nelson closed his eyes, and he nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    His father’s gaze dropped even further into solemnness. “I-I can’t fix wh-what happened, but I w-want to tr-try to work-work-work on this now. Together. I’m s-seeing someone.” 
 
    Nelson felt his eyes widen though he was trying desperately to stay detached from the conversation. 
 
    “A-a coun- counselor,” his father clarified. 
 
    Oh, here we go. There was absolutely no way Nelson was going to another counselor. No possible way. They could just stuff that idea. 
 
    “I’ve-I’ve had to re-re-th-th-think about things, about m-me. I’m trying to th-think about them dif-dif-differently, and I s-s-see n-n-now what a f-f-failure I’ve been t-to you.” 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    “No, Nelson. I-I don’t want you to min-min-minimize it,” his dad said. “I need y-you to be hon-hon-honest about what it did-did to you when I w-wasn’t there for you grow-grow-growing up.” 
 
    Nelson glanced up at the clock. “Dad, I really have to…” 
 
    “I know. Y-you have to g-go now. But maybe s-s-sometime…” 
 
    Just the thought of it felt like a boot to the heart. “I… I don’t know, Dad. Maybe.” 
 
    His father nodded. “I th-th-thought for a l-l-long t-time th-that m-m-my life would be d-d-different if ev-ev-ev-everybody el-else would change. N-n-now I see other people being different w-w-won’t change m-me. I have to change me. But I can’t do that if I don’t know what needs to be changed.” 
 
    Although every ounce of him wanted to be angry at his father, in that second, Nelson saw their relationship in a whole new light. Maybe they weren’t so different after all. 
 
    “I-I need y-y-you to h-help me d-do that.” 
 
    A strange softness for his father drifted over Nelson’s heart. 
 
    “C-c-can you d-do that f-f-f-for me?” 
 
    Gaze glued to the table, Nelson nodded before looking up at his father. “I can try.” 
 
      
 
    Paige didn’t even really remember falling asleep the night before. All she could recall was how peacefully she had slept. However, at 7:30 the next morning, her phone started beeping like it was trying to wake the whole neighborhood. 
 
    “Ugh.” She reached over, dragged the thing off its perch, and put it to her ear without bothering to look at it. “Hello?” 
 
    “Paige,” Lauren said, and just like that Paige was awake. 
 
    “Lauren? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Did I wake you up?” 
 
    Well, it was too late for apologies. “Yeah. But that’s okay. What’s up?” 
 
    “I just thought I’d tell you, I’m going to be MIA for a while. Mom got a call from the nursing home in Arizona this morning. We’re headed out there.” 
 
    Paige sat up, dragging the covers with her. “Now?” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. Can’t say I’m thrilled either, but I didn’t have much choice. Listen. I’ve got three dogs I’m supposed to walk today. I was wondering if you could fill in for me.” 
 
    “Dogs?” Worry crept up into Paige. 
 
    “If you can’t, Wes can go take them later, but he’s got to take the car this morning, and then they’re getting the other one, so it’s going to be late when they get…” 
 
    “No. No,” Paige said, coming fully awake. “It’s fine. I can do it.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I hate to ask. I really do, but I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. It’s fine. Just text me the details. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Okay, well, Wes said he can help tomorrow and next week.” 
 
    That plowed into Paige. “How long are you going to be out there for?” 
 
    “I don’t honestly know. But I’ll let you know when I know something.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson felt his phone vibrate in his back pocket as he helped Randy heft the awkward entertainment center up the ramp and into the semi. Cell phones were frowned upon to the point of being a firing offense unless it was break time, so he didn’t even so much as think about reaching for the thing.  
 
    “And down,” Randy said, wiping off his brow. “Tell you what, why don’t we take five and grab some water? It’s going to be a hot one today.” 
 
    Not disagreeing, Nelson pulled out his phone as he disembarked from the truck and followed Randy to the water.  
 
    I’m hoping no news is good news, LJ’s text said. 
 
    He didn’t have much time, so Nelson grabbed a water bottle and went back to the little shade provided by the truck, dialing even as he went. When LJ came on, Nelson took a long drink, thinking he could use four more bottles the way he felt. 
 
    “What’s up?” LJ asked. “I was afraid you’d fallen off the planet.” 
 
    Nelson wiped his wrist across this forehead which was damp with beads of sweat. “Not yet, but if it gets any hotter, I think I’m going to look like the Wicked Witch of the West.” 
 
    LJ laughed. “So, how’s things? You and Paige get back on track?” 
 
    “Uh, no, not yet,” Nelson said. “We’re trying out the whole be-friends-first thing.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How’s that going?” 
 
    “Awkward.” Like a flash, Nelson remembered her sitting on the other side of the couch and then with no warning, to the insanity of anyone thinking it a good idea for him to play the piano at her house. Yeah, that wouldn’t have been good for anyone. Thank goodness that idea hadn’t materialized. 
 
    “Well, ya gotta give it time, man,” LJ said. “Can’t expect to just jump back in like nothing ever happened.” 
 
    “I know, and believe me, I’m trying. It’s just… It’s like she doesn’t trust me anymore.” 
 
    “You blame her? You baled on her, remember? Girls don’t just forget those kinds of things.” 
 
    “I know. I just…” 
 
    “You know, trust is a weird thing,” LJ said. “It’s solid until you break it, but if you ever do, it takes a long time to put back together again. Once Humpty falls off that wall…” 
 
    “Or gets pushed.” Nelson took another long drink, knowing he had to hurry. 
 
    “Give it time,” LJ said. “Relationships gotta be built one brick at a time. You don’t get to microwave them and they’re done.” 
 
    Instead of Paige, Nelson thought about his dad. Maybe that’s why it bothered him so much, because his dad thought he could erase 20 years of horrible with a few good talks. Nelson took another drink. 
 
    “Nelson,” Randy called like a drill sergeant. 
 
    “Yeah, coming. Listen, LJ, I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 
    “K. But let me know how things go. I ain’t forgotten about you.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Paige said to Mrs. Nunez, the second of her three phone calls, “I can be by around four if that works for you. Yes, today and tomorrow. I’m not sure about Monday yet, but someone will be by to walk Misty by at least six.” Somehow Paige hadn’t ever seen herself as a dog walking scheduler, but here she was. 
 
    “I do hope Lauren’s grandmother is all right,” Mrs. Nunez said. “Lauren is such a fine young lady.” 
 
    “Thank you. I hope so too.” 
 
      
 
    They only had the beds and dressers to go, and Nelson was starting to think he had either gotten better at this or this house was way too easy. Thankfully, on this move, all they had to do was load the stuff. Someone in California would have the pleasure of unloading it. 
 
    “Got it?” Randy asked as Nelson grabbed up the other side of the heavy, awkward, king-sized box springs. 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    As they headed out to the truck, Nelson’s phone vibrated in his pocket. It would be nice to get it, but it was only a text, not a call. And for now, it was going to have to wait. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Paige said, not overly thrilled but knowing she couldn’t do anything about it. “I’ll just head your direction now if that would be okay.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Yes, that would be wonderful, dear. I’ll have Fancy ready when you get here,” Mrs. Vincent said, her voice having the shakiness of someone pushing 90.  
 
    Paige fought not to sigh. This was not what she’d had in mind for her Saturday.  
 
    “She really likes to go three times around the park if that’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    Three times? “Sure. No trouble at all. Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “When you come back, she will need to be fed and put back in her crate until you come for her afternoon walk.” 
 
    Eating words she never said, Paige wrote that down. “And what time is best for that walk? I have two others, one at 4 and one at 5:30.” 
 
    “Any time after five would be fine, dear.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll see what I can get to work.” 
 
      
 
    His cell phone vibrated once for a reminder of the first message and then several more times for good measure as multiple new messages came in. Nelson was about to tell whoever it was where to go and how to get there by the time they loaded the last of the furniture and he was able to finally answer the thing. 
 
    “Geesh, people,” he said, taking the thing out as the loaded moving truck pulled carefully away from the neighborhood. Punching the buttons, he found the first text. 
 
    You busy today? The text was from Wes. 
 
    Need your help if you can. 
 
    Text or call me as soon as you get this. 
 
    Nelson, call me when you get this… ASAP. 
 
    Nels, you there? 
 
    Yes, he was here, but he wasn’t aware he was on call. Quickly he dialed Wes as he headed out to his car. “Hey,” he said never slowing down. If this was as desperate as the texts indicated, he didn’t want to waste valuable time. “What’s up?” 
 
    “You working?” 
 
    “Just finished. What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh, good. Honestly, I was hoping you could help us out… well, help Paige out actually.” 
 
    The mention of her name set his heart ca-thumping. 
 
    “Lauren’s family had to take off to Arizona,” Wes continued without pause. “Her grandmother’s not doing too good.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that means we’re on dog walking duty until she gets back. I just talked to Paige. She’s heading out to walk one of them now. I’m no help today. I’m dealing with the car and then Uncle David and I are picking up another one afterward.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I think Paige can handle the two little ones, but not sure how she’s going to get along with the Great Dane. I was hoping you might be able to help her out if she needs it.” 
 
    Nelson’s mind spun through his original plans to his new ones. “Uh, yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Great. Probably be easiest if you just get in touch with her and work out the details. I’ll help out tomorrow and next week, but it’s just a no-go for me today.” 
 
    Nelson wasn’t sure how he’d gotten roped into this, but his friends needed him, and he wasn’t going to let them down. “It’s cool. We’ll get it. Don’t worry about it. Just get your cars squared away. We’ll handle things here.” At least he hoped they would. It sounded good anyway. 
 
      
 
    Paige had just gotten Fancy on the leash and out the door when her cell phone beeped in her pocket. She glanced back at the house, hoping Mrs. Vincent wouldn’t be mad if she checked her cell phone. The day was gorgeous, no trace of the rain other than a few puddles leftover from the night before, and thankfully, Fancy seemed quite content to just walk and not inspect all of them. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Paige,” Nelson said, and he sounded far more harried and hurried than romantic. 
 
    “Oh. Hey.” Wrapping the leash a little tighter around her wrist, she heeled Fancy at the first crosswalk before checking both ways to cross the street. “Listen, I can’t really talk right now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I know. Wes told me. You need some help?” 
 
    Making an editorial decision, Paige chose to go straight rather than turn and cross another street. They could get there either way, and right now, she needed the concentration for the phone call. “Oh, uh, no. I’m fine… I think I can probably get it.” 
 
    “You sure? I’m off the rest of the day.” 
 
    Although logically she wanted to tell him no because it seemed weak and stupid to not be sure about a little thing like dog walking, Paige hesitated. The truth was, Fancy she could handle but the Great Dane was scaring her. “Well, I mean, if you want… If you’re not busy or anything…” 
 
    “Where are you? I can meet you there.” 
 
    Looking around, Paige tried to think how to tell him. However, they’d gone as far as they could do without making the second crossing. She stopped Fancy and waited for the light. “Uh, we’re headed to the park right now.” 
 
    “Okay. Great. I’ll meet you over there.” 
 
    Her heart skipped twice. “Great.” 
 
      
 
    At the park, Nelson circled into and around it, looking for them. Halfway around, he spotted her on the path coming through a knot of trees, and his heart took a quick trip upward. He parked and headed her direction, jogging the last fifty yards to catch up with her. “Paige!” 
 
    Only slowing but not stopping, she turned, smiled and heaved a sigh of relief that made him glad he had come.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, coming up next to her. 
 
    “Hey.” She laughed softly as he slowed his stride in time with hers. “Welcome to my nightmare.” 
 
    He laughed at that. “I got here as soon as I could.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, believe me, not the way I was planning to spend my Saturday. That’s for sure.” 
 
    Glancing down at Fancy, he fell in perfect step with them with no effort at all. “I didn’t know you liked dogs.” 
 
    “Ha. I didn’t either.” 
 
    Nelson tipped his head as he looked down at their charge. “Cute dog.” 
 
    “Thanks. Her name’s Fancy, and I’ll tell you already, she’s got way more energy than I do.” 
 
    It was several more steps before he said anything. “So Wes said about Lauren’s grandma...?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The syllable was barely a breath. 
 
    They had fallen into an easy stride together, and if anyone had seen them, they probably would have thought they were together walking their own dog. That, of course, was not the case, but Paige couldn’t help but feel a little like that might be nice.  
 
    “Lauren’s been going out to Arizona the last couple of summers,” Paige said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I remember that. She did that that one summer.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Around the next corner they went, and Paige decided this lap would be it for this walk. She was going to be dying by the end of the day at this rate. “She went last summer too. Her grandma fell and broke her hip, and they worked on the house to get it ready to sell. I don’t know what happened this time, but it doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “So you get stuck walking the dogs.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s probably paybacks to be honest with you.” 
 
    “For…?” 
 
    “I’ve S.O.S.’ed her more times than I could probably count, believe me.” Paige laughed and shook her head. “Far be it for me to not show up when she needed me.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson nodded, seeing once again her loyalty to her friends. “So is this the only one?” 
 
    “I wish. I wouldn’t have even done this one now, but Mrs. Vincent seemed a little freaked that I wasn’t going to come right over there this morning. So I guess I get to do this one now, and then all three of them after four.” 
 
    “All three? How long is that going to take?” 
 
    This laugh was even happier. “That’s a good question.” 
 
    Assessing it all, Nelson nodded with concern. “Okay, so what’s the plan then?” 
 
    “The plan.” Paige let out a small breath. “Well, right now I’m going to take Fancy home and get her all taken care of. Then I’m going to go home and eat something because I didn’t have a chance before doing this. Then, I’m supposed to be at Mrs. Nunez’s at four, Mrs. Appleton’s at five-thirty, and back to Fancy’s at six-fifteen or so.” 
 
    Raising his eyebrows at that, Nelson peered down at her. “And how long are you planning on doing this?” 
 
    Paige shrugged. “Apparently as long as I need to.” 
 
    They got to the first street with the stoplight.  
 
    “You know, you really don’t have to stay,” Paige said, pulling up to a stop and wrapping the leash around her arm so Fancy wouldn’t dart off. “I can get this.” 
 
    Putting his hands on his waist, Nelson surveyed the situation and her. “Tell you what, how about if I help today, just to make sure everything’s kosher.” 
 
    “Ah, Nels, you don’t have to. I’d hate for you to have to waste your whole Saturday.” The little man on the sign turned green, and they started across. 
 
    “Eh.” He shrugged. “I’m not doing anything anyway.” 
 
    She scrunched her eyes, surveying him sideways. “You sure? Because…” 
 
    “Positive. Tell you what. Let’s get Fancy home, and we can go grab a bite somewhere, my treat.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you didn’t have to do this, so…” 
 
      
 
    Wanting to argue, but not wanting to get into an argument, Paige half-shrugged and ducked. “Okay, I guess if you’re sure.” 
 
    When Nelson smiled, it lifted her heart. “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    Spending the day with Nelson hadn’t been on Paige’s agenda that morning, but she couldn’t be unhappy about it now. As it turned out, walking dogs had its advantages. For one, there was an excuse to be out walking together, no need for awkwardly coming up with a reason. For another, it was nice to just walk and talk, and Paige found herself really enjoying the existence and ease of his presence next to her. She had forgotten in many ways what it was like to just hang out with him. It was almost better than she remembered it. 
 
    On the way back to Fancy’s house, they talked about Lauren and Wes some more and a little about his morning loading up the furniture. Back at Mrs. Vincent’s they each worked to get Fancy all taken care of before telling Mrs. Vincent they would be back later. Paige was grateful when the woman didn’t seem to notice that her one dog-walker had morphed into two in the interim.  
 
    “Ah, man, my car’s at the park,” Nelson said when they got back out into the sunshine. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Paige said with a teasing grin. “Hop in. I’ll try not to kill you.” 
 
    “O… kay.” He did as instructed. “Where’re we going for lunch?” 
 
    “It’s up to you. You’re buying, remember?” 
 
    A soft light came on in his eyes as he looked over at her. “We could go to Antonio’s.” 
 
    Carefully Paige started the car. “Nope. Not anymore. It closed last year.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yep.” She shrugged. “Lot’s changed around here.” That succeeded in dragging her energy down a notch, and she backed out though she wasn’t sure she was even going in the direction she needed to be.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” he said, his voice falling softly. “Well, you got any suggestions?” 
 
    “Don’t care,” she said.  
 
    For a long minute, he considered that. “Okay then. How about we just drive around? I’ll give you the options, and you can vote them up or down.” 
 
    Paige raised her eyebrows at that one. She didn’t remember Nelson ever not having a plan. “What is this, some kind of game show I’m not aware of?” 
 
    He laughed and wound his arms in front of him. “You got a better idea?” 
 
    She couldn’t help but join his laugh as she pulled out into traffic. “Fine. How about barbeque then?” 
 
    Nelson grinned. “Haven’t had good barbeque in a long time.” 
 
    With a smile and a shrug, she nodded. “Well, we can remedy that.” 
 
      
 
    They ended up at a small barbeque establishment called Mikey’s Fine Bar-B-Que, which of course could hardly be called “fine dining.” However, it was homey and super-laid-back, so that was a good thing. On the walls, there were a myriad of signs that screamed hokey, over-the-top backwards redneck. Even the napkins were red-and-white checkers and the tables were just old planks of graying wood. 
 
    Without getting a table first, they stepped up to the little “Order Here” counter and Paige grabbed two menus and handed him one. 
 
    “Nice place,” Nelson said, halfway burying his gaze in the menu and half trying to look around. 
 
    “Just opened at the beginning of the summer,” she said. “I drive by it every day going to work, kept thinking I should try it out.” She glanced at his menu. “What do you think?” 
 
    “What in the world is a ‘mess’?” Nelson asked, pointing to something on the menu. 
 
    “No clue.” 
 
    “Can I help you folks?” A short, stout lady with short, spikey red hair stepped up to the register behind the counter. 
 
    “Uhm, just curious,” Paige said clearing her throat slightly. “What exactly is a ‘mess’?” 
 
    “Oh. A mess is this size or this size of chopped beef.” She held up two red-and-white checkered cardboard bowls. 
 
    Nelson puzzled at that. “Why do you call it a ‘mess’?” 
 
    The lady laughed. “You’ve never eaten here before, have you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She grinned. “Figured as much or you wouldn’t be asking.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Well, how about we take two messes?” Nelson asked, angling his gaze down at Paige who shrugged her agreement as she put her menu back and reached for his. 
 
    “You want fries, onion rings, or both?” 
 
    Trying not to burst into laughter at the puzzled look that corkscrewed across his face, Paige ducked. 
 
    “Both,” he said, but he, too, sounded one breath from losing it. 
 
      
 
    When they chose a table, Nelson leaned on it with his elbows. He was pretty sure that was within the realm of reasonable for the place. “Just so you know, I have really bad news.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “I didn’t bring my gun.” He tipped his head toward one of the signs on the wall. “So if there’s a shoot-out, you should probably take cover because I think you’re on your own.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Paige sat forward for a second and then leaned back and appraised him. “Bet they didn’t have these kinds of places in Seattle.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “Nope, can’t say they did.” He glanced back through the large, opening behind the counter to the back where men the size of trees were chopping and cutting beef the size of even bigger trees with knives that shouldn’t even be legal. “Interesting place.” 
 
    She glanced around. “It is that.” 
 
    Taking that opportunity, he watched her, and it suddenly occurred to Nelson how much less wary she seemed today. He was glad of that. “So I never asked, what are you planning on studying when you get to Tech?” 
 
    That tipped her eyebrows and she sat forward again. “Oh, who knows? I’ve thought about Mass Comm, but I’m not sure I’m cut out for that. I like the idea of like physical therapy or something, but not sure I could get through the cadaver part. I’ve thought about computer something or other, but do I really want to spend my life chained behind a screen?” Her gaze hit the table and stayed there. “So I really don’t know yet.” She sat looking only at the table for a long minute. “You’re… changing majors? No engineering?” 
 
    “Nope. No engineering.” 
 
    “What did your dad think of that?” Her soft, gentle eyes came up to hold on his. 
 
    “Well, he wasn’t crazy about it at first, but…” Nelson nodded. “I think maybe we’re moving in a good direction.” 
 
    “Oh? What direction is that?” 
 
    “Trying to talk to each other. I mean, really talk, like what’s important to me and why.” 
 
    “You didn’t do that before?” 
 
    “No. We pretty much tried to stay out of each other’s way, and I guess we both hoped we could make it to the finish line in one piece.” 
 
    “And that worked?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted, “until we found out there was life on the other side of the finish line.” He ran his hand over the top of his head and sat back. “It’s weird, you know? You think if I can just get there, then things will be better. But when you get to the top of one hill, all that happens is you can see farther than you could before. There’s always more horizon when you get where you think you wanted to be.” 
 
    Slowly Paige nodded. “Kind of like graduation. I kept thinking, if I could just get there… Then, graduation showed up, and it was like all hades broke loose around me. I think I’m still trying to pick up the pieces from that.” 
 
    Nelson leaned forward, dipping his gaze to fully survey her. “And how’s that going?” 
 
    Her smile was soft though it didn’t really come up to his. “Starting to be okay actually.” 
 
    “Two messes with fries and onion rings,” the lady with the spikey hair said, suddenly standing over them. 
 
    “That’s us,” Nelson said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh. You have got to be…” Paige tugged on the leash trying to get Misty-the-Uncontrollable out of the current bush she had wiggled her way under. “Misty. Dog, you are getting on my last nerve.” 
 
    “I’m starting to see what Lauren was talking about,” Nelson said, now down on his hands and knees in the bush trying to convince or drag the dog out. 
 
    “Ya think? I think we should have applied for hazard pay.” 
 
    “You and me both,” he said, coming out with the wriggling animal. He put her down and off they went again, right over to the little bench where Misty sniffed before darting under the thing. 
 
    “Mist…, would you…” Paige pulled on the leash, but the dog, though little, was quite strong. Misty let out a bark as a couple walked by behind them with their own dog. “They are not going to hurt you. Come out of there.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Nelson said, and he bent to get a better angle on the dog just as Paige’s cell phone rang. 
 
    Hand still holding the leash, she dug the cell phone out. “Hello?”  
 
    “Paige, this is Wes.” 
 
    “Oh, hey.” She watched Nelson come back to standing and put the dog down. This time he simply reached over and took the leash from Paige. Without question she gave it to him and followed the two of them, glad that he looked less likely to fall for Misty’s antics than she was. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Listen, I’m really sorry, but I’m not going to make it back to do any of the dog walking tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay.” She barely snagged her laugh as Misty headed for a row of rose bushes that lined the gazebo with Nelson fighting tooth-and-nail not to let her go that way. “It’s cool. We’ll get it done.” 
 
    “We’ll?” 
 
    “Yeah. Me and Nels.” 
 
    Wes paused a full heartbeat. “Oh, good. He showed up?” 
 
    Paige nearly laughed again as Misty made for a small puddle. “He did.” 
 
    “So you’ll be okay then?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll survive.” 
 
      
 
    When they got to Mrs. Appleton’s Great Dane, who ironically was actually named Prince, Paige was more grateful than she had been all day that Nelson had shown up to help her. They were on their second round of the park with Nelson, holding the leash firmly, when Prince caught wind of another dog just ahead of them. Had it been her, Paige was sure she would have been dragged to her death. Thankfully, Prince only succeeded in speeding them up a bit faster than they had been going as Nelson both had the strength and foresight to manage the situation. 
 
    “How does Lauren do this?” Nelson asked, working to keep the huge dog from getting away from them. 
 
    “I have no idea. I say we let Wes do this one from now on.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “We could pawn Misty the Insane off on him too,” Paige said, following at a pace she would not have believed she could go only the day before. 
 
    “Who would’ve thought Fancy would have been our best option?” Nelson said. 
 
    “No kidding.” She looked at her watch. “Saying Fancy, we’d better head back. We’re supposed to be over there by 6:15.” 
 
    “I think I’ll stick with moving furniture after this.” 
 
    Paige laughed at him. “It’s a good thing you’ve been working out.” 
 
    However, his gaze snagged on hers in confusion. “How’d you know that?” 
 
    Heat threaded across her. “It’s kind of obvious. I mean, not that I was looking or anything.” 
 
    Slowly Nelson smiled at her. “Nice of you to notice.” 
 
    “Kind of hard not to.” They rounded the corner and headed back for Mrs. Appleton’s. “So, you go to the gym a lot then?” 
 
    “Some. Mostly I like to run though, not just weights and stuff. Helps me clear my head.” 
 
    “Did you run a lot in Seattle?” 
 
    “Tons,” he said as they crossed the street. “There was this pathway out by the ocean just off campus. It was great.” 
 
    “That’s so strange. I never really pictured you as a runner. I mean, you didn’t go out for the track team or football or anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, when I got out there, a lot of things changed about a lot of things.” 
 
    That intrigued her. “Like?” 
 
    “Like… well, I kind of gave up music for a long time for one.” 
 
    “Gave up music?” she asked in near-horror at the thought. “You?” 
 
    Nelson shrugged. “I tried to anyway. I thought I could just go on with life, do the engineering thing, leave music behind. But that didn’t work as well as I wanted it to.” 
 
    Slowly Paige nodded. “Those horizons again?” 
 
    He looked over at her and his gaze stayed on her. “It’s a weird thing. Sometimes horizons don’t bring new things, they just keep bringing the thing you were trying to run from back up again.” 
 
    “Hm.” Crossing her arms, she laughed softly at that. “That’s interesting. Never really thought about it like that.” One more street and they were on Mrs. Appleton’s block. “So was Wes serious? You’re really not playing the piano anymore?” 
 
    “Oh, I mean, I’d play if I had a way to, but I don’t really have one to play on anymore. My dad took mine to Atlanta, so unless I want to go there…” 
 
    They walked up to the dog-owner’s door and she let them inside. 
 
    “Oh, you kids are just godsends. I don’t know what I would do without you.” 
 
    Paige put her hands in her back pockets. “Well, just so you know, tomorrow night another one of our friends is going to come. His name is Wes. He’s Lauren’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “How… how is Lauren?” Mrs. Appleton asked as Prince curled up in his bed right next to her chair for a pet on the head.  
 
    “I’m not sure. I haven’t really heard anything today, but I’m sure I’ll hear something from her tonight,” Paige said. “I’m sure they’ve been traveling all day.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I appreciated you, dear. Both of you.” 
 
    “If Wes can’t come,” Paige said, hoping this wasn’t taking her life in her hands, “I’ll be back tomorrow.” She felt the glance Nelson took at her, and truly, she hoped if that happened, he wouldn’t let her show up alone. 
 
    “All right, dear. That will be wonderful. Well, you two take care.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
      
 
    Back out they went, and Nelson glanced back at the closed door. “You’d really come and walk him if Wes can’t?” 
 
    Paige shrugged. “Hate letting people down.” 
 
    Walking next to her, he nodded.  
 
    “You know,” she said when they’d made it halfway down the block in the direction of their last client of the day, “I didn’t mean to make it all awkward last night about you coming over and playing.” 
 
    “Oh, no. You didn’t. I don’t even really know why Wes suggested it.” 
 
    Together, they crossed the street, and on the other side, Paige looked up at him. “Well, if I know Wes like I think I know Wes, I’d say he’s probably just worried about you.” 
 
    Nelson bounced his head backward at that. “Me? Why would he be worried about me?” 
 
    She laughed softly. “One thing I’ve learned about Wesley Conway is he has a whole lot more heart in that over-sized, obnoxious body than I ever gave him credit for. He’s like a giant teddy bear, and the last thing he wants is for anyone he loves to be hurting or struggling.” 
 
    That softened Nelson’s gaze as it fell to her.  
 
    “He’s a good guy,” she continued. “You all are.” 
 
    “All?” 
 
    “All,” she said with a stamp on the word. “You, Wes, Greg. Every one of you would take a bullet for your friends if you had to.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, not sure I’m still in that category with one of them.” 
 
    Unfortunately, they had gotten to Mrs. Vincent’s, and the conversation ended until they had retrieved Fancy and were headed once again back to the park. She was going to have that park pathway memorized by the end of this. 
 
    “Man, my shin splints are going to have shin splints by tomorrow,” Paige said. Once again, she was the one holding the leash. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a good thing I’ve been working out,” Nelson agreed with a laugh. 
 
    “So, going back to before,” she said after another five steps. “Have you not talked to Greg since… well, since everything?” 
 
    “No,” Nelson admitted. “I tried right before graduation, and he made it pretty clear that things had changed since I’ve been gone. Not to even mention that night at the Christmas party. I’m still surprised he didn’t just deck me and get it over with.” 
 
    She clenched her teeth and wrinkled her nose. “Yeah. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Wasn’t your fault. It’s so weird though. I’ve thought about that night a million times. At first… okay, this is going to sound bad, but at first, I thought you all were totally overreacting. But the more we talk, the more I see I was being pretty clueless about everything.” 
 
    Instead of being mad, she laughed. “Well, I’m not going to disagree with that assessment.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why I can’t really blame Greg for being so mad. When your best friend just blows off your whole friendship like that, I think you have every right to be a little torqued about it.” 
 
    Paige glanced up at him. “They were really hurt. You know that, right?” 
 
    Slowly Nelson nodded before looking down at her. “I don’t think they were the only ones.” 
 
    Her eyes held his for another three heartbeats before falling. “Maybe after we get finished walking Fancy, we could go back to my place so you can play.” She shrugged slightly. “You’ve helped me out so much today, it wouldn’t kill me to return the favor.” 
 
    He backed up like he’d just been shot. “Oh… you don’t….” 
 
    “No, Nels,” she said, cutting him off. “I want you to.” She shrugged again. “Really. Just until you get yours back.” 
 
    Nelson could hardly believe the offer. Not because of the piano but because he knew the enormity of the gesture she was making just by making it. “Well, if you’re sure… But just for a little while.” 
 
    With a small light in her eyes, she nodded. “Okay. Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    After Fancy was back home, safe and sound, Paige took Nelson to his car at the park. “You just going to follow me?” she asked when she had parked behind his car. 
 
    “You know, if you don’t mind, I think I’m going to swing by Janet’s and try to wash this dog smell off of me first.” 
 
    Something about the teasingly sheepish glint in his eye made her cheeks flush. “Yeah. Maybe I should do the same. Not really a fan of the whole Great Dane smell.” 
 
    Nelson laughed, and wow, did he have a nice smile. “K. Give me an hour and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” She watched him get out and go to his car, her mind thinking about the whole working out-running thing. No, she never would have pictured Nelson Samuels as a gym rat, but lots of things were turning out different than she had thought they would. And she was beginning to think that wasn’t all bad. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    After getting ready back at her house, Paige made herself a quick sandwich and chatted with her dad who was the only parent home for the evening. Her mom was gone with her two sisters for a girls’ night out. Paige had finally managed to casually mention that Nelson was coming over to play the piano when the doorbell rang. With her heart skipping ahead of her even as she tried to stop it, she went to the door and opened it.  
 
    On the other side of the threshold, Nelson stood, head down. Slowly his gaze came up to hers, and he smiled with that heart-stoppingly soft smile she had seen only in her dreams for way too long. 
 
    “Hey,” he said almost shyly when she opened the door. 
 
    She couldn’t stop the grin. “Hey. Come on in.” 
 
    There was a slight nod as he straightened and followed her, and although she could feel his presence shadowing her, he never so much as reached out to touch her. Part of her was glad for that, part of her was trying not to start worrying about it. 
 
    “Nelson,” her dad said, coming across the room to shake his hand, which Nelson did. 
 
    “Mr. Grayson.” 
 
    However, her dad backed his head up and squinted at Nelson. “Tell you what, why don’t we make it Thomas from now on?” 
 
    At that Nelson’s eyebrows reached for the ceiling. “I… Uh. Okay… Thomas.” 
 
    Her dad nodded with a grin and clapped Nelson on the shoulder. “Come on in. You hungry? It’s just me and Paige tonight, so we’re not being real formal, but you’re welcome to have a sandwich if you’d like.” 
 
    “Oh, I… uh…” 
 
    From behind him, Paige could feel him flailing for the right answer. She pushed down all the swirling craziness in her and went around the island to the refrigerator as if all of this was perfectly normal. 
 
    “We’ve got ham and Swiss out,” Paige said, ducking inside the refrigerator. “But there’s turkey here in the fridge if you want some.” 
 
    “Oh, I…” However, his protest was all-but snuffed out when her father deposited him onto one of the high stools. 
 
    “You want soda or water?” Paige asked, not daring to look over at him because she knew either her voice would squeak or her cheeks would flush, either of which would surely give up the act she was so desperately trying to hold onto. She brought everything he might conceivably want over to the island and lined it up in front of him. “Oh, and a plate.” Going back to the cabinet, she retrieved one and set it in front of him as well. She stuck her hands in her back pockets, feeling the tension fall across them, and hating it. “You need something else?” 
 
    His gaze came up to hers and life froze between them. “Uh, no, no. That’s fine. This is… this is great. Thanks.” 
 
    About that time, she noticed the slight glisten of his dark hair, and it occurred to her that he was actually shower-clean. Plus, he’d shaved, and something in her said how good he would smell if she was just a bit closer. That was all deadly to think about of course, right up there with how he looked in the black T-shirt covered by the navy blue not-buttoned-down button-down. Smokin’ came to mind, and she knew she shouldn’t be thinking that. 
 
    “I… I’ll just…” He reached for the bread and took some out to start his sandwich as Paige watched him, unable to move. Why did he have to be so impossibly gorgeous? Why? Just watching him had her mesmerized, and it was only with great effort that she pulled herself out of the trance and went over to take her seat between the two of them. Eating like this was going to be a real feat. 
 
    “So Paige says you’re going to work on some music,” her dad said, and Paige’s heart sped up.  
 
    Dad, please, please, don’t embarrass me. Please… 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said as he reached in front of her for the deli meat. “My dad took my piano to Atlanta, so I’ve kind of been without one since I got back.” 
 
    “Are you working on new stuff?” her dad asked, and strangely, he sounded both interested and like this was no big deal. 
 
    “Always,” Nelson said with a soft laugh. “I actually kind of figured some things out about that while I was in Seattle.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” her dad asked. “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, I took this class, Contemporary Psychology, and they talked about how instinct might be formed by us being given what our parents knew when we were conceived. So like they had these mice, and they taught the parent-mice to run this maze to a certain point. Then they mated the mice, and the babies could run the maze just like their parents had all the way to that point. But when they extended the maze, the babies ran the first part with no trouble, but when they got to the next part, they had no clue.” 
 
    “Interesting,” her dad said, and Paige couldn’t disagree. Suddenly Nelson sounded a lot older than he had before when they were just talking about her graduation and walking dogs. 
 
    “It really is,” Nelson said. “I think that kind of explained me and what I’m able to do.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How so?” 
 
    “Well, my dad played drums in college and my mom was a concert pianist.” 
 
    “Ah, so, you got the best of both worlds,” her dad said. 
 
    “I think that’s why I’ve always gotten music, why it’s like it’s a part of me.” He took a bite and chewed slowly, thoughtfully. “I remember back in middle school before I came here, and the music teacher was trying to explain music theory. A lot of the kids were like totally lost, but I got it without really knowing how.” 
 
    “That’s really something.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s been really amazing all the stuff I’ve learned. It’s all really helped me put things in perspective, you know?” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Well.” Nelson took a drink of his water and let out a long breath. “Like things with my dad for one. I guess I finally realized how much of my life I was living to make him happy, and in the process I was basically making myself miserable.” 
 
    There was no holding her gaze back from sliding over to him then. A brush across his silhouette, and Paige dropped her gaze as her heart fell inside her. His dad. The man still set her last nerve on fire. However, she carefully wiped her mouth with her napkin and set her gaze on the last couple of bites of her own sandwich. She needed to keep her opinions to herself. 
 
    “I see now that my whole life,” Nelson said, “I operated almost 100-percent on external control. His control. I did whatever would make him happy. I went along with moving around all the time even though it nearly killed me every single time we moved. When we’d leave one mom for another…” He shrugged. “I don’t know, I guess I just figured that’s how life was. I never really questioned it, or I tried not to anyway. But this class, it had me questioning everything—what I really wanted and why.” 
 
    “That why you came back?” her father asked, leaning in his chair and looking across her to Nelson. 
 
    One small nod at a time, Nelson admitted the truth of that. “It is. It was.” 
 
    Paige felt the wisp of his gaze slip across her though she didn’t dare look up at him. 
 
    “This is home.” Nelson let out a breath. “It has been… well, for a long time now. Can’t say it was easy to get my dad convinced of that, but…” 
 
    “He’s still not on board?” her father asked with concern. 
 
    “Well, he’s getting there, honestly. I think there were a lot of things about his life I never knew. I always assumed he was this hard-as-nails-doesn’t-feel-anything kind of guy, and well, I’m finding out that really isn’t the case.” 
 
    Her father nodded. “Sometimes getting older can show you that you’ve made some wrong decisions along the way. I think it’s when you start seeing the consequences of things you’ve chosen that really make you start to understand the importance of those decisions, and it’s not always the big ones that get you either. Sometimes it’s the little ones you took for granted that you regret the most.” 
 
    “I think that’s one of the main reasons I came back. I just knew I would regret it if I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    When their small supper was finished, her dad shooed them downstairs, saying he would get the dishes. Paige was getting good at leading and just sensing that Nelson was following her. He always did. It was like his presence was with her whether he was right there or not.  
 
    Down the stairs and into the basement they went, and at the bottom, she flicked the light on. Nothing had moved since their last trek down here, so why did it feel so very, very different? She stepped to the side so he could come abreast of her, and they stood there like that, side-by-side, her arms wrapped at her middle, his on his waist as they looked at the space beyond. 
 
    “Uhm,” she finally said, “I don’t… Do you want me… to go? Because if it’s weird for me to be here…” 
 
    “No.” Nelson put up his hands and turned to her so suddenly it was like he hadn’t realized how close he might come to touching her like that. “No.” His gaze swept down her as he inched backward away from her. “It’s… cool. You should stay.” 
 
    Paige nodded as her breath shredded across her lungs. “Okay.” And she didn’t breathe again until he had stepped away from her. Wow, was he magnetic or what? She ratcheted her eyes open before closing them and shaking her head at herself. She had to get it together and keep it that way though with Nelson right there the whole evening, that was not going to be at all easy. 
 
      
 
    At the piano, Nelson opened the lid and brushed the keys with his fingers. Somehow he had thought this would only ever happen again in his dreams—being down here with her alone like this. Now, here he was living it. Fighting not to let his emotions which were all over the map get completely away from him, he glanced up and watched as she came over to the piano and sat down on one of the high stools that was next to it.  
 
    Playfully, she put her elbow on the shiny surface and her chin in her hand as she watched him sit down. 
 
    Oh, yeah, this wasn’t intimidating at all. However, he couldn’t tell her to leave, not now. Not after all the effort it took to get her here, with him, like this. So, burying all thoughts of doing that, he carefully laid his fingers on the keys and played a soft broken C chord. It sounded more impressive than it actually was. Letting out a slow, shallow breath, he closed his eyes and let himself drift down into the chords that wafted across his heart. There were no words to accompany them. That was okay. For now, just being able to hear the music like this was enough. 
 
    An F followed the C, which melted into an A-minor so easily it was as if it was made to be right there. Then, softly, gently, the notes of the melody floated up from his top hand. He shifted himself down into it as it twined into and out of the bass notes as if they were holding hands and dancing together, navigating their way through the labyrinth of life. Yes, one without the other would have been incomplete, inadequate, lost, lacking, searching, but together, they made something truly beautiful. 
 
    The gentle rhythm shook his head in time with it even as his soul conjured it up, coaxing it to come out and play. It all felt so right, so incredibly perfect, so undeniably… real. How had he thought he could live without feeling this depth of life and love and hope and peace?  
 
    Deeper and deeper still he fell, fashioning the melody as if it possessed all of the wondrously unfathomable emotions he had buried for so long. Holding them gently, acknowledging them, cradling them as if it knew how bruised, battered, and broken they all had become inside of him. He hadn’t meant for the song to take him that deep that quick, but it did just the same, plunging him into hurt and hope, ache and acceptance, suffering, sadness, shame, and surrender until he found all of concrete reality had relinquished its hold on him completely. 
 
      
 
    Paige wasn’t sure what she had expected to happen. Maybe that they would go down, and he would rather play without her right there, or that he would mess around with a few chords or play a song he’d been working on. But all of those became poor, pale, pathetic reflections of what actually happened.  
 
    From the moment Nelson sat down at that piano, something else, someone else had taken him over. As she watched him, wholly unable to look away, she saw the raw passion of the young man now sitting before her pour out like an uncontrollable waterfall after a sudden downpour. Yes, in the music but also in his face and even in his breath. It was like he was telling her his life’s story through the waves of anguish and joy flowing from his fingertips. 
 
    In fact, had she been just a bit more in touch with her own long-forgotten ability to put life into words, she might have tried to capture this most exquisite moment though honestly, words would never have done it justice. How long he played, she had no idea nor did she even have a need to measure because the truth was, she could have sat and listened to him like this into eternity and beyond. There was something so intimate about it all, as if he was communicating with her on some level no one else could understand or would ever even acknowledge existed. Maybe, she thought, as she watched him and listened, even she was inadequate to grasp it, but she tried just the same. Because this was Nelson. And it was important. And she didn’t want to let him down. He needed her to understand, and she needed to understand. Even if he couldn’t use words to express it. 
 
    After another few mesmerizing moments, Paige felt the end of his musical soliloquy wind to an end, and she wondered just how someone was supposed to respond to that most heartfelt revelation. 
 
    When the song ended, Nelson kept his gaze down on the keys for a long moment before sheepishly bringing them up to hers. A breath and he folded his hands and laid them on top of the piano where the sheets of music would have been if he had needed them. “Something like that.” 
 
    Taking him in only with her gaze, Paige marveled at his humility. After all this time, that hadn’t changed. She let out a breath and shook her head in quiet disbelief. “You’re something else, you know that?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How’s that?” He continued to look right at her, and common sense said she should not allow herself to get dragged into that helplessly vulnerable look in his eyes. Quiet hope mixed with silent sadness gazed right at her, asking without words if she was going to just trash him and be done with it. 
 
    Paige tried for the words and failed, picked her hand up as if to reach for them and gave up trying. “I… You… That… I mean,… wow. Who even does that? Who can just sit down and do that without… without anything?” 
 
    A soft smile came out just before Nelson put his head down. “I told you, it’s not something I do. It’s just…” 
 
    “You. I know,” she said, still grasping for words that simply weren’t there. “And it’s amazing. It’s like watching…” Her gaze flitted around her as she tried to find a good analogy. “… the flowers bloom or the dew settle on the grass. It feels like sunsets and rainbows and world peace…” 
 
    His gaze came up at that one. “World peace?” 
 
    “Okay, you peace if that makes any sense.” 
 
    Only once he nodded. “Kind of, yeah.” 
 
    “I just… wow.” She ran her hands through her hair before realizing that probably didn’t do it any favors. “Do you know how many people would kill to be able to do that? And you, you just… it’s like you could do that in your sleep. Not that that’s a bad thing. It’s not. It’s just…” She let out a breath. “Wow.” 
 
    Nelson smiled as his gaze fell back to the keys. He sat back and put his fingers there once again, playing something as if it took no effort at all. Watching him then, Paige sensed something she couldn’t explain, nor did she know how to ask. 
 
    “Is it… easier now?” she finally asked gently. “Than it was before? Do you trust it more now?” 
 
    His gaze came up to hers, and the music stopped, hovering there in the air between them. “A little, maybe.” He shrugged. “I’m working on it.” 
 
    She nodded her unquestionable understanding. “It’s so weird. You always seemed so confident up on that stage. I never would have guessed back then that you’d be like this.” 
 
    Worry trounced through his eyes. “Like what?” 
 
    She laughed at that softly. “Like this. Like… It’s like you still need to know if it’s okay, that you’re okay. It’s like somehow you don’t hear what the rest of us do.” 
 
    “What do you hear?” And this time when he looked up, she saw more than that question should have imported. 
 
    “I hear you,” she said, holding his gaze gently with her own. “I hear… your heart. Your hopes and dreams and visions, your fears and frustrations and sadness. It’s like… it’s like I… feel… you?” This was getting far deeper than she had thought it would go, and though she should have been scared by it, it wasn’t frightening at all so long as she didn’t think about it. “I’m not sure I can explain that exactly, but it’s like it’s the real you, the deep you, the one maybe nobody else has ever seen or even knows exists.” She let out a breath. “It’s like being let into your world, really in, all the way in. It’s like watching you find yourself or just be yourself. It’s like all the other times, you are who you think everyone else wants you to be. But when you play like that, all of that stuff drops away, and you’re just completely… real.” 
 
    He nodded, and his eyes closed the distance between them without even trying. “Thank you… for that. I…” Stumbling on the word or the thoughts, he let his gaze fall back to the keys. “I’ve never been able to do that like that with anybody else.” A breath and his gaze slid back up to hers. “I don’t know why, but with them I always felt judged, like when I finished, they would hate it or tell me I stunk or something.” 
 
    “Stunk?” she asked as if she had been punched. “Believe me, Nelson, nobody’s going to ever say that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I always thought they would, so I only stayed where I could control it.” 
 
    Paige puzzled at that. “Control it?” 
 
    “There’s a line,” Nelson said, his voice growing soft and deeply vulnerable, “and I knew if I ever crossed it, I’d go into… real… as you put it. Real scared me. It still does. Because if I go there and you hate it…” 
 
    “Then I hate you,” she filled in, suddenly understanding far more than she ever had before. 
 
    He nodded and sat for a second before shrugging. “I guess I’m good enough that I can stay in the shallow end, and I can play there and be… safe.” 
 
    “Safe,” she echoed barely a split second later as just what he was saying bowled over her. “So you play, but not what you’re really capable of?” 
 
    It was clear he was fighting for the words. “I play so that they’ll like it. I play what I know they’re going to be okay with.” 
 
    “But not what’s real?” she clarified. 
 
    Closing his eyes, anguish scratched across his handsome face. “No.” 
 
    She let herself think through that, understanding more than she wanted to admit. How could she talk him into something that she herself wasn’t willing to do? Then again, he had real, authentic talent, not like her. She was a hack poet who used to be a little less than horrible. Then again, this wasn’t about her. It was about him, and one thing she was sure of, the world needed his brand of real. “Nelson, look at me.” 
 
    When he did, she had to marshal her courage to keep going. 
 
    “I get what you’re saying,” she said. “I really do. I know, it must be hard for you to know that’s inside of you but not trust that it’s good enough. But believe me, it is. It so is. And I’d really hate to see you waste it because you’re afraid of what some idiot out there might say about it.” 
 
    Carefully he folded his hands on the top of the piano again still holding her gaze. “Truth?” 
 
    “Truth,” she said, never having meant any word more. 
 
    “The truth is, there’s a part of me that is freaking out about coming back.” 
 
    That slammed into her, sending worry scattering through her. “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because what if I go for it with the music, and it doesn’t work?” 
 
    The worry settled. “It will.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if it doesn’t? What if I do this, and I can’t cut it? What if they laugh me off the stage? What if…?” 
 
    “What if you’re amazing and the whole world throws roses at your feet?” 
 
    “Roses?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    “Daisies. Dahlias. Orchids. Tulips. I don’t care. The point is, you’re never going to know if you don’t try.” 
 
    He let out a breath but said nothing. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, fighting to get him to see what she saw so clearly now. He needed her to be his cheerleader, and smart or not, she wasn’t going to let him down. “Can you honestly tell me that you knew this was going to work out, coming back like you did?” 
 
    “I hoped it would.” 
 
    “I know, but did you have a guarantee?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “See, that’s just it. I don’t think we get guarantees in life. I don’t think we get to see the end and know how the story goes before we take the steps to get there. None of us do. And maybe there’s a reason for that.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “Because if you know how it ends, how it all goes, then where would that leave having to have a little faith in the middle of it? I think not having guarantees makes us have to have faith, and having to have faith makes us feel vulnerable, and feeling vulnerable makes us humble. This is kind of crazy, but I think that’s the really cool thing about you. You’re not all arrogant about what you can do even though you have every right to be. Instead, you have this really amazing humility. And it’s not false modesty either. You really are… humble about it?” Paige fought for the right words to explain it. “You play you. Your songs aren’t just songs, they’re pieces of you even the ones you didn’t cross that line to write.” 
 
    Suddenly, she began to see him very differently. “It wasn’t just you up on stage, was it? It was your life up on that stage, all the great, amazing times, and all the heartaches and the tears and the fear too.” Her eyes slid back and forth through the understanding. “Oh, my gosh, no wonder you were always so freaked out. If they didn’t like it, they didn’t like…” Her gaze crashed down on him, now hunched there. Letting out a breath, she closed her eyes. It took her two more to gather enough sanity and calm to continue. “Nelson, listen to me. You have a gift. And it’s real. And it’s… it’s beautiful.” 
 
    His gaze slipped up to hers, and she saw the glint of the tears he would never let fall. 
 
    “Remember, back in high school, when you wrote that song ‘Becoming Me,’ and you played it at the Spring Fling?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed softly. “Would be hard not to remember that one.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, gaining strength of the conviction. “I… I saw it then, I think, but I didn’t understand it... not all of it anyway. It was so different than all the other songs I’d heard you play, that you guys played. But I think I get it now.” She held his gaze gently in hers. “That was you, the real you, like before, tonight. That one wasn’t about staying on the surface, writing something that people would get and be okay with.” Her words stopped and she watched him though he said nothing in reply. His head was down now though his hands didn’t move from the top of the piano. “I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    If Nelson was even breathing anymore, Paige could hardly tell it, but finally, he nodded slightly and lifted his gaze to hers. “I thought you deserved that much. I’d never had that before. I’d never been with anyone like you before. It wasn’t an act with you. It never has been. I can’t explain it, but when I’m with you, I have that faith you were talking about. I have enough faith that I can be real, and somehow I know it’s going to be okay. I can cross that line from safe into whatever that insanity is, and you’re okay with it. You’re okay with me being like that.”   
 
    “Does it feel insane?” she asked, her heart toward him going even softer than ever before. 
 
    “Well, it sure doesn’t feel safe. I’ll tell you that.” 
 
    “Why? What doesn’t feel safe about it?” 
 
      
 
    Although Nelson tried to think up an answer, he wasn’t sure how to put it into words. “Well, for one thing, it feels like I’m not in control of it. Plus, it feels like everybody’s going to criticize me for it, like they’re going to trash me, and it’d be the real me, and I’m not sure I could handle that.” 
 
    “Like I said, there might be some idiot that does that, but that’s their problem not yours. Come on, Nels, you’re amazing. You have to know that.” 
 
    He smiled softly. “Well, sitting down here with you, like this…” He tipped his eyes and head to the side. “Sometimes, like this, I feel like maybe being me isn’t such a bad thing after all.” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t really do more than talk a little longer, and when she walked him to the door with a promise to call him when she was going to go walk the dogs the next day, Paige was a little bummed that he didn’t put his arm around her or take her hand or try to kiss her. Then again, her dad was sitting right there watching television, so maybe that would have been more awkward than necessary. 
 
    At any rate after she told Nelson goodnight, she watched him drive away, and then she said goodnight to her father. In her room, instead of going straight to bed, however, she sorted back through her memory box. She’d never gotten up the heart to put it back in the closet. It took next to nothing to find the picture of the two of them at the Spring Fling. Crazy how young they looked now. Nelson practically looked like a baby, and she didn’t look much more than that. 
 
    She rolled over on the bed. What she wouldn’t give to hear that song ‘Becoming Me’ one more time. Laying the picture on her chest, she closed her eyes. “God, help me convince him his gift is worth taking the risk.” 
 
      
 
    So you made it all right? Paige texted Lauren the next morning as she went with her parents to church. 
 
    We’re here. 
 
    How’s your grandma? 
 
    Not great. They’re thinking about hospice. 
 
    Paige wasn’t too sure what that was, but she knew it wasn’t a good sign. We’ll be praying for you. 
 
    Thanks. 
 
    Let us know how things go. 
 
    I will. 
 
    Oh, and don’t worry about the dogs. We’ve got you covered. 
 
    Thanks. 
 
    Hitting the sleep button on the phone, Paige put it in her pocket. How was it possible for someone to sound tired over texts? She didn’t know, but Lauren definitely sounded tired. “God, please be with Lauren and her family today. I’m asking…” 
 
      
 
    Nelson woke up early, dressed and got ready for the day. He even thought to throw an extra set of casual clothes in just in case he ended up walking dogs. That way if he didn’t have time to come back and change, it would be cool. He thought about texting Paige to see what time she might be going to walk Fancy, but a couple things kept him from it. One, he wasn’t sure if she was even up yet. Two, he didn’t want to be pushy and ruin whatever good will he’d managed to build with her the day before. 
 
    At the church he was glad to see Wes and his mother. He shook Wes’s hand and gave his mother a kiss on the cheek. If nothing else, he was glad for the blessing of grounding himself with them and with God. It was like having an anchor in a tumultuous, stormy sea. 
 
      
 
    Singing softly next to her parents, Paige thought through all the week had brought them. She was grateful that things with Nelson had gotten less awkward. She was still worried about Lauren. And she wondered just what this coming week had in store for all of them. 
 
    When the service was over, she angled her steps out the door and was hanging out in the lobby when none other than Emme showed up to give her a hug. 
 
    “Hi,” the young girl said, diving into her for a hug, and Paige obliged.  
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Good.” Emme backed up and looked somewhat contrite.  
 
    “How’s your summer?” Paige asked, trying again. Just then, she caught sight of Emme’s older brother walking through the lobby as if directionless. In seconds he stopped whether from seeing her or not. Either way, he was now hanging out by himself over by the wall, and her heart turned over for him and the sad, lost look in his dark eyes. 
 
    “Good,” Emme said. “We might go swimming this week.” 
 
    “Oh, that’ll be fun.” Oh, man, could a guy look any more wary?  
 
    His eyes slipped up to meet hers, and he barely smiled before ducking again. It was clear she was going to have to be the one to make the first move. 
 
    Emme looked past Paige. “There’s Yasmine. See ya, Paige.” And just like that, with a wave, she took off. Paige watched her go for a second as she wound her arms over her middle. She knew one thing even before she turned, she had to talk to him, had to find the bravery in herself to go over there because he certainly wasn’t coming this direction. 
 
    In fact, when she finally did turn, she noted that he had actually chosen to lean against the wall all the way across the lobby rather than to come any closer. Okay, so he wasn’t going to make this easy, that didn’t negate the fact that they needed to talk.  
 
    It took a small summoning of her courage, but Paige got herself heading over to him. When she got there, she wasn’t sure just what to do, so she leaned her shoulder on the wall right in front of him. “Hey.” 
 
    He lifted his head with his chin and smiled a forced smile. “Hey.” 
 
    Paige lowered her eyes and bit her lips in her teeth, trying to figure out what to say next. “I’ve missed seeing you around.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” His eyes came up to say he didn’t believe that for a second. 
 
    “Yeah. I have,” she said, a thread of hurt sounding her voice. “Is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    He looked up and around rather than at her before his gaze fell to his feet once again. “I don’t know. I just figured with… you know, you wouldn’t need me hanging around making things all weird and stuff.” 
 
    “Greg,” Paige said softly, “you don’t… I mean, look, I get it. It might be a little awkward at first, but that doesn’t mean we don’t work on getting through it. We’re still friends, right? I mean, all of us.” 
 
    Never lifting his gaze, he worked his jaw as if counteracting that thought. 
 
    “What?” she asked as frustration poured into her voice and heart. “So that’s it then? You’re just giving up on us because… because… Greg, come on, you broke up with me, not the other way around.” 
 
    His gaze sliced up to her. “Yeah. Because you wanted me to.” 
 
    That felt like a slap. “I didn’t want you to. What do you mean? How can you even say that?” 
 
    “Come on, Paige. I’m not an idiot and I’m not blind. Give me a little credit, will ya?” 
 
    She wound her arms in front of herself. “Okay, so Nelson coming back threw all of us, but I thought we were friends. We, you and me. I thought this was about more than who we both end up with.” 
 
    Again, Greg looked like he was chewing on that. 
 
    “Look, I don’t want to lose you… as a friend,” Paige said, gentleness and sadness mixing in her voice and heart. “You’re too important to me to ever do that.” Her words broke off because she could see how much he was hurting, and maybe she hadn’t really taken the time to think about that. “I’m sorry, Greg. I really am. I feel really bad for wrecking things for you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I just don’t want to wreck things for you.” When his gaze came up again, his smile was real though small. “I’m sorry.” 
 
     Paige let out a breath to release her frustration with him. He didn’t need her to go all drama queen on him. Not now. Not after everything he’d done for her. “That’s okay,” she said, and before she could talk herself out of it, she dove into his arms and wrapped hers around him. 
 
    She felt his surprise and then after only a few seconds, she felt his arms tighten around her. 
 
    “I really am sorry,” he said, and as she came out of his arms, he flicked his head back like he used to trying to get the curls out of his eyes. But the curls were gone now, replaced by the much more mature fade.  
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry.” Her hand stayed on his chest. “Okay? It’s all been super confusing and weird, I know, for all of us, but probably for you mostly. But we’re going to get through this. I promise you, we will. We’re a team, remember? I mean, we’re there for each other.” 
 
    Greg let out a long sigh. “I just didn’t want to get in the way.” 
 
    “You’re not, okay? You’re really not.” 
 
    Dropping his gaze, he nodded at his shoes. “So how’s that going anyway?” he asked, dragging his gaze back up to hers. “You and Nels. You guys an item now?” 
 
    She smiled softly at that. “Not yet. We… there were a lot of things we needed to get straight between us.” 
 
    “But you’re working on it?” he asked, and as crazy as that sounded, it sounded like he wanted that to be true. 
 
    “We are, but we’re not rushing into anything. We’ve both changed a lot, and we need some time to figure things out.” 
 
    That time Greg smiled for real. “That’s a very mature thing to say.” His smile turned into a grin. 
 
    “Well, thank you… for that.” With things settling between them, she looked at her watch and shook her head. “Oh, man, I’m going to have to get going.” 
 
    “Hot date?” he asked, and she checked him with a displeased look as she dialed the phone. 
 
    “No. For your information, I’ve got a date with a dog.” 
 
    “Oh, now that’s cruel. I know Nelson’s got his issues, but he’s not a dog.” 
 
    She listened to the phone ring three times before hanging up. “Not Nelson, you dope. A real dog. Fancy.” 
 
    Greg lifted his eyebrows. “What’s that about?” 
 
    Dialing the number again, Paige wondered what she should do if she couldn’t get in touch with Mrs. Vincent. “Haven’t you talked to Wes?” 
 
    “Not in a couple days, why?” 
 
    Paige shook her head when all she got was the answering machine again. “Ugh, Lauren had to go out to Arizona. Her grandmother’s not doing well. So we’re stuck covering for her dog walking thing.” 
 
    That lifted Greg’s eyebrows again. “Seriously?” 
 
    She called Wes instead, but it went straight to voice mail. “Yeah. I was out walking them all day yesterday.” 
 
    “How’s that going to work with babysitting?” Greg asked, and there was genuine concern in that question. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I’m hoping Wes is going to be able to help me out.” She hit the off button on her second attempt at getting Wes on the line. “But Mrs. Vincent likes her dog walked twice a day, once in the morning, once in the evening. The others we can do afterward, but that one, I’m not sure how we’re going to do it in the mornings. Wes has work, I have work…” 
 
    “I could…” Greg leaned on the wall, stuck his hands under his armpits, and shrugged. “I could help out. I don’t go in to work until like eleven every day.” 
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Paige said, brushing him off. 
 
    “Yeah, but you said it, we’re a team, remember? All of us. If one of us needs something…” 
 
    Lowering the phone and hitting the sleep button, she considered what he was saying. They were a team, and if that meant something, then she needed to honor that. “Tell you what, let me talk to Wes, and I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Greg shrugged again. “I don’t mind. I mean how bad can it be?” 
 
    “Just pray you never have to walk Misty or Prince.” 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong with them?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
      
 
    Wes talked Nelson into going to eat after church. It didn’t take much. Nelson had started looking forward to being voluntold he was going whether he wanted to or not. However, without Lauren or Wes’s mom there, Nelson wondered how the two of them would fill that much conversation time. 
 
    “Have you heard from Lauren?” Nelson asked, perusing the menu and figuring that was a safe topic. 
 
    “Yeah. They’re probably going to put her grandma in hospice this morning or tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The conversation slid to a stop until the waitress took their order. 
 
    “So, how long before you think she’ll be back?” Nelson asked, trying to soften the words for his friend’s benefit. 
 
    “Don’t know. I hate this, you know?” Wes asked, sitting back. “I hate not being able to be there for her.” 
 
    “You are. You’re doing the dog thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not the same. I want to be there for her, and it’s killing me not to be.” 
 
    Honestly, Nelson could see that though he didn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    “You know, I’m learning something,” Wes said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Strong women don’t ask for help. Like my mom and Lauren. They’re really good at making you think everything’s fine, when the truth is, they’re one small crack from completely falling apart.” Wes sat forward and folded his hands. “Mom and I’ve talked a lot here lately, and I see things now I never did before. Like how tough it was on her all those years, working, trying to put food on the table and keep a roof over our heads. She never complained, not that I ever heard anyway. But I know it wasn’t easy, and I know there had to have been times she really, really needed someone to lean on.” 
 
    Nelson nodded, taking it all in. 
 
    “Lauren’s the same way. Drives me crazy half the time. She’ll tell you she’s fine because she knows you’ll worry if you know the truth. That’s why… I guess I can hear what she isn’t saying, you know? How scared she is, how tough this is on her. She won’t say it, but I know she could fall apart as easy as not except she can’t let herself. Her family needs her, and she’s going to be there for them even if it kills her. I just wish I was there for her to fall apart with. Don’t know that that would do any good, but…” 
 
    “I’m sure she knows that.” 
 
    “It’s just crazy to me how unless you’ve ever seen them fall apart, it’s so easy to think they’re fine. I keep remembering the night Paige’s dad went into surgery. Man,…” 
 
    Puzzling at that Nelson snagged hard on the story. He didn’t remember that. Paige’s dad had surgery? When did that happen? 
 
    “Paige was just… I mean, she was a basket case when we got over there to help her with those kids.” 
 
    “Kids?” Nelson asked in utter shock and worry. 
 
    “Yeah, she was babysitting when she got the call. We were all at the football game.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nelson said with even more concern. “She was babysitting instead of going out with you guys?” 
 
    Wes shrugged at that. “She did that a lot back then, begging off things, not going unless she didn’t have a way out of it. I swear if Greg hadn’t practically dragged her out her senior year, we would’ve never seen her.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. Anyway, man, that night,… that was the worst I’ve ever seen her. She was drowning in chaos when we showed up. It still bothers me how much it took for her to even call Lauren and ask for help.” 
 
    The story was starting to hurt Nelson’s heart. Where had he been that night? Out at some party? In his dorm room studying for some test that didn’t even mean anything now? She needed someone, and Greg was there for her. Somehow he’d never really been thankful for that until now. 
 
    “I’m just glad Greg could be there for them,” Wes said. “I think Lauren and I with the kids got the easy end of that stick. Greg told me later that they were up all night—him and Paige, Taylor and their mom. And I’m not sure which of them was taking it the worst.” 
 
    “Wow. I had no idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s a thing, I think. They don’t ask for help unless the world is falling down around them.” 
 
    “So Lauren and the dogs?” 
 
    Wes sighed. “That’s why I hated yesterday so much. Any other day, I would’ve been the one out there, but with the cars and everything, I had to go. I couldn’t just blow that off…” 
 
    “Hey, you know, it’s cool,” Nelson said. “We got it done.” 
 
    “Yeah, but even this week,” Wes continued. “I can do it after five, but…” 
 
    Nelson saw the issue then like a blinding flash of light, and he also saw that Paige would be the one caught in the middle of trying to get it all done. He nodded. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll work something out. I can take off if I need to.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Nels, we couldn’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    However, Nelson just laughed at that. “Now who’s trying to be too strong for his own good?” He shrugged. “We’re a team. We’ll figure this out together.” 
 
      
 
    Only on the way home did Paige finally get in touch with Mrs. Vincent. Yes, she would come over right away, that was not a problem. She would be there as soon as possible. At home, she texted Wes and ran inside to change. It was going to be a long day. 
 
      
 
    The conversation with Wes wasn’t lost on Nelson. He hit the buttons to call her before he’d even gotten back to his car after lunch. 
 
    “Hey, Nels,” Paige said when she came on the line, sounding harried and frazzled. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “Not much. You?” 
 
    Something about the way she said it snagged worry into him. “Just wondering when we’re going dog walking today.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, well, I’m about to head over to Mrs. Vincent’s right now.” 
 
    He nodded. Wes was right. She wouldn’t have even told him if he hadn’t asked. “Tell you what, you sit tight, I’m headed your way.” 
 
    “Oh, Nels, you don’t…” 
 
    “I’ll be there in five. Don’t leave without me.” 
 
      
 
    Paige had succeeded in changing by the time Nelson arrived. She knew he had, both by the doorbell and her mother’s happy-sounding voice. Tugging on her last tennis shoe as she hopped out to the living room, Paige nearly tripped over her own heart when she found him standing there, talking to her mom in a gray button down, burgundy tie, and black slacks. He looked ready for the boardroom or the runway, one of the two. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” Nelson was saying to her mom, “I didn’t really have time to go home and change.” He held up a small stack of clothing. “If I could just change here, that would be great.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course. It’s so nice of you to come help… Paige.” Her mother caught sight of her daughter now half-standing, half-bent in the doorway. “Oh, Paige, look who it is.” 
 
    “Hey,” Paige said, desperately trying to reel her heart back in. It was getting harder and harder to do that every time he showed up. 
 
    “Hey,” he said with more purpose to the word, and he lifted the clothing. “I’ll just change right quick, and we can go.” 
 
    “O… kay.” 
 
      
 
    “You mind if I drive?” Nelson asked when they exited Paige’s bound for Mrs. Vincent’s.  
 
    What was she going to do? Argue? “Fine by me.” 
 
    In his car, Paige grabbed up her seatbelt and had it halfway on when her gaze snagged on him putting on his sunglasses. Oh, come on. That was so not fair. She closed her eyes and bit her teeth to keep her heart from making a noise she knew wouldn’t sound mature or cool about any of this. 
 
    He grinned over at her. “Hang on.” 
 
      
 
    In no time, they were headed to the park with Fancy trotting along in front of them. The weather was beautiful, summer at its best. 
 
    “Have you heard from Lauren?” Nelson asked as they walked. Although she felt slightly guilty about it, he held the leash and seemed perfectly happy with the arrangement. 
 
    “No. I texted her earlier. Haven’t heard back.” 
 
    “Wes is really worried about her.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Not that Paige was surprised about Wes, but she was surprised that Nelson had bothered to check. 
 
    “Yeah, we went to church together this morning. It’s really getting to him that he can’t be there for her.” 
 
    “He’s so sweet like that, always thinking about her. I’m so happy she found someone like that.” As she walked, Paige’s heart went to something else they needed to discuss. “I saw Greg this morning.” Crazy how she could feel the jolt that gave Nelson’s spirit. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “At church,” she clarified. “I feel kind of bad.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    She dipped her head one way and then the other. “I just don’t want him to feel like he can’t come around, be around, you know?” 
 
    Concern brushed across Nelson’s gaze. “Is that what he said?” 
 
    “He said he doesn’t want to mess anything up for us. I told him it’s not like that, but I know that’s easy to say.” 
 
    Nelson nodded slowly.  
 
    “He did say if we needed help walking the dogs to call him though,” Paige said. “I guess even with everything he hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “So how long did the two of you go out anyway?” Nelson asked, and the question hit Paige like a hard punch. 
 
    “Out? Like out-out? Like dating-out?” she asked, stumbling through the thought. 
 
    “Well, yeah, what other kind of out is there?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, I mean, we were friends for a long time. Before of course, and even after you left. I needed help with trig, and he told me he’d help, which he did. But I think it was more than that.” Sliding her hands in the back pockets of her jean shorts, she sighed. “I know Wes and Lauren were worried about how I was, and I think Greg was kind of their way of keeping tabs on me.” 
 
    “So he… took care of you?” 
 
    “He did,” she said with a small smile. “He was, without a doubt, the best friend a girl could ever hope to have. And then, this year, after the Spring Fling, I don’t know. Things kind of changed, and he…” She laughed and shook her head. “He still didn’t want to even try it. I mean, he was seriously against it.” The laugh fell into sadness. “I think he knew going in he was going to be the one that ended up with a broken heart even though, honestly I think he was more worried about me than anything.” 
 
    Nelson nodded again, and Paige wondered at that. 
 
    “Does it matter?” she asked with concern as to why he might be asking. 
 
    “Yeah, but not like that.” 
 
    “Not like…?” 
 
    “Not like I’m jealous of him or anything, just that I’m starting to see how things happened and why. That day I talked to Greg before you guys broke up, he was like a pit bull. I’ve never seen him like that before. Greg was always the mild-mannered one, the easy-going one, but that day… He was different. He was… angry and territorial. He told me in no uncertain terms to stay away from you.” 
 
    “Well,” she said with a shrug, “we were going together at the time.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” she said after a small pause, “I think he’s hoping we work this out and get back together.”  
 
    “Oh? What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Just the way he talked today, asking about us, about how things were going. I don’t know. It’s almost like… It’s almost like…” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “It’s almost like he… knew, like maybe he knew you would come back, and what that would mean.” 
 
    They walked a ways farther before either of them said more. 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you a question?” Nelson finally asked like the words might explode from him saying them. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Did you… Did you burn everything from when we were together? I mean, I know people do that, especially when it’s… not what you wanted. I know you were mad at me.” 
 
    Slowly Paige shook her head. “No.” She sighed long and slow. “A couple times I wanted to. I even deleted your name off my phone.” 
 
    “But you didn’t block me.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t block you. Mostly because what would have been the point of that? It wasn’t like you were calling anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that.” When he looked at her, it held. “But you didn’t trash the stuff, the pictures and things?” 
 
    The question had a humiliating quality to it, but she wasn’t going to lie. “No. It took me about six months to box it all up, and honestly, I was going to. I wanted to. But I just… couldn’t. Truth is, I wanted to remember even if it was never going to happen again. So I kept it. I kept it all, in the bottom of the back of my closet, and… once in a while, I’d pull it out and go through it. Just to remember.” 
 
    Paige’s cell phone beeped, and she dug it out of her pocket. “We’d better head back. Hello? Oh, hey, Wes? Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Drifting away from the conversation, Nelson thought about how she had spent their two years apart. He knew without knowing that Wes was right. She had been brave and as strong as she could be, always knowing she was one, small tap away from shattering. And Greg had been there for her, trying to hold her together and protect her from anything that would shatter her any further. Maybe that’s why he’d been the way he was. Maybe he was worried Nelson was back to take another swing at her.  
 
    “Yeah, no,” she said as if she was trying to keep up with the conversation. “No. We’ve got it. Yeah. Yes. Of course. Of course you should go.” 
 
    “Go?” Nelson asked, tuning in to her conversation. 
 
    “Yeah. No. Don’t worry about us. No. We’ll get it. Okay. Yeah. Okay. Travel safe. Yeah, we will. K. Bye.” Without pause, Paige pulled the phone down and dialed with three buttons. 
 
    “Paige, what’s…” 
 
    “Lauren,” Paige said, and her voice held all the compassion in the world, “yeah, I know. I heard. Wes just called me. Lauren, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    And just like that, all of their drama was swept away. 
 
      
 
    With Fancy back home, Nelson dove into the details of what came next as they headed out to his car.  
 
    “Wes is driving out there?” he asked.  
 
    “That’s what he said,” Paige said as she got in the other side. “He’s probably already headed out.” 
 
    “That’s like a 10 hour drive.” 
 
    “Ten and a half. At least that’s what he said.” 
 
    Nelson checked his watch, his concern going up the charts for his friend. “So, nearly 12:30 here means he should be there at…” 
 
    “About 1, depending on stops.” 
 
    Starting the car, Nelson wondered about their next stop. “What now?” 
 
    “Home I guess. I probably need to call Greg, see what he’s got going,” she said already dialing. 
 
    With a glance over at her, Nelson squelched what came up in him. She was right. They were going to need help.  
 
    “Hey,” she said softly. “Yeah. Listen, Wes just called. Lauren’s grandma took a fast turn for the worse, and she passed away about an hour ago. Yeah. Me too. Uh, were you serious about helping with the dogs because if you were… You were? Okay.” 
 
    Nelson felt her glance at him. 
 
    “Are you busy? I thought maybe we could meet at my house and figure out how we’re going to do this. Yeah? Okay. Yeah. Nelson and I are headed there now.” This glance from her did nothing good for his heart. 
 
    Like it or not, it was time to bury the hatchet—at least for her sake and at least for now. 
 
    “Okay. Yeah. Okay. We’ll see you there.” She hung up and looked over at Nelson, and he felt her fear about trying to explain. “That was Greg.” 
 
    It was as if she didn’t think he could hear her conversation from two feet away. “He’s going to be there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” It was the breath she let out that told Nelson his own drama was going to have to wait. She needed him. Not knowing if it was right or wrong, he put his hand across the console and slid it over the top of hers, latching there and holding. Her gasp was so soft it was nearly inaudible, but he felt it just the same. “You okay?” he asked, sincerely, genuinely concerned about her. What had Wes said about them being so strong you would never know how fragile they were? In that moment, Nelson saw it with his own eyes as she sniffed and swiped at her eyes. 
 
    He would never have realized how close to crying she had been when she made those calls, mapping everything out, taking care of everyone else. 
 
    “I hate this,” she said as tears pooled in her voice. “I really hate life sometimes. Poor Lauren. She sounded so busted up. I’m just glad Wes is going. She really needs somebody.” 
 
    As glad of that for Lauren that Nelson was, he was even more thankful that he’d gotten his own head on straight when he had so he could be here for Paige. 
 
    “I think we need to call Wes,” he said, “maybe in an hour or so. Just to see how he’s doing.” 
 
    Paige nodded and sniffed. “Good idea.” 
 
    They pulled into her driveway, and Nelson parked. He took off his sunglasses and sat for another second. “Listen, Paige, I’m really sorry. I know this is hard on you.” 
 
    Crumpling as it came over, her gaze found his, and his heart felt every tear in her beautiful, sweet eyes. “Thanks for being here.” 
 
     With that, she leaned into his arms, and he held her, vowing that he would be there for her the rest of his life. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.” 
 
    It was only a few moments later that Greg pulled up beside them, and Nelson let her go as she swiped furiously at her eyes, trying to get herself composed again. She got out her side and barely got the door shut when Greg stepped up and wrapped her into his embrace. Nelson got out, watching them. Although jealousy would have been the easy choice, he fought it down and let it dissolve from his heart. She needed her friends. All of them. And that included Greg, and he wasn’t going to be the one to stand in the way of that.  
 
    No. Now was the time to act like a grown up. He strode around the car and got to them about the time Greg let her go and she stepped back, still swiping at her eyes.  
 
    For one solid heartbeat, there was tension as Greg looked at him with distrust and anger. Knowing it had to be him that made the first conciliatory move, Nelson put his hand out to his friend, or former friend, or whatever Greg was to him now. “Thanks for being here.” 
 
    Surprise traced across Greg’s face as he looked first at Nelson’s hand and then back up at him. Like dew in the morning sun, the anger in his eyes dissipated, and he put his hand out and clasped Nelson’s. “’Course I’d be here. Where else would I be?” 
 
    With a nod and half a smile, Nelson felt the tug as Greg pulled him into a quick hug. Right then he knew, things were going to be okay. 
 
    Letting go, Nelson put his hands on his waist and squinted in the bright sunlight. “Well, why don’t we go inside and figure out how this is going to work?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Greg said. 
 
    Somehow when they turned, Paige ended up between them and right next to Nelson. Her hands were wrapped up across her arms, and he felt just how much she needed stability right now. She needed someone to hold onto, and just like that, he put his arm around her, and she pressed in next to him, huddling there, holding onto him, head down. Even as they headed to the front door, he leaned down and kissed her head. She tightened her hold on him even more, and he squeezed her closer. Now he knew, she was his responsibility, and this time, he wasn’t going to let her down. 
 
      
 
    Over the next hour, Paige sat with Nelson on the couch, curled there next to him. His arm was around her as it had been since the driveway, and although she wasn’t sure where that left them, she was glad for that arm. It helped warm her chilled spirit, which would have been dry-ice cold without him there beside her. 
 
    “We should call Wes,” Nelson said when all the schedules of who was going to walk what dog when had been settled. 
 
    “We really should.” Paige sat forward and dialed his number as the two of them continued talking. 
 
    “I can’t believe he just took off like that. To Arizona?” Greg said. “What is that, like an eight hour drive?” 
 
    “Nearly eleven,” Nelson said. “That’s why we’re trying to make contact every hour or so, to see how he’s doing.” 
 
    “Good plan.” 
 
    “Hey, Wes,” Paige said when Wes answered. 
 
    “Hey,” Wes said, and worry dropped on her heart for him. He sounded tired, worried, and very sad. “Are you… Did you need something?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, no.” She looked at the two of them, somehow sitting in her sunlit living room. A smile slipped over her as she felt Nelson’s fingers brush across her shoulder. “I’m just here with the guys. We were wondering how you’re doing. Here, I’m going to put you on speaker.” 
 
    “Hey, Wes,” Greg said, leaning forward when Paige put her phone on the coffee table. “How’s the drive?” 
 
    “Not too bad so far.” But they all heard the sigh. 
 
    “Have… have you heard from Lauren?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. ‘Bout an hour ago.” Wes laughed softly. “She said I didn’t have to come.” 
 
    Nelson smiled over at Greg. “Then she doesn’t know you very well.” 
 
    “Amen to that, bro,” Wes said, and a smile came into his voice. “So what’re you guys doing?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, just hanging out,” Greg said, looking over at the two of them. 
 
    “Syncing up schedules,” Paige offered as she sat back under Nelson’s strong arm. It felt so different than it had before. Better even maybe. But still different. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re drawing straws to see who has to walk Prince,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Ah, man, I’m sorry about that,” Wes said. 
 
    “I’m not,” Nelson said. “Greg drew the short straw, so I’m off the hook.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” Greg said. “Don’t worry. We’re going to take turns with that one.” 
 
    A beat and Paige heard something in it she hadn’t expected—Wes Conway being speechless. The understanding brushed across her heart and settled there. 
 
    “Thank, you guys,” Wes finally said. “Really. I…” 
 
    “Eh,” Greg said lightly. “We know you’d do the same for us.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Wes said. “Anytime.” 
 
    “We’re going to hold you to that,” Nelson said. 
 
    “You’d better,” Wes replied. 
 
    They talked a while longer before Nelson said they’d call again in a while, and Wes said they didn’t have to. Greg said he didn’t want to have to break up any fights so Wes needed to just stop arguing already, and they all laughed. 
 
    “Have a safe trip,” Nelson finally said, and they signed off. 
 
    After she shut off the phone, Paige sat back, wrapping her arms around herself even though she was under Nelson’s arm. Something about that made her self-conscious. Maybe it was the fact that Greg was sitting right there. Maybe it was the fact that she hadn’t been this close to him in two years. Whatever it was, it had her questioning every single move she made. 
 
    “It’s crazy,” Greg said, sitting back in the chair. 
 
    “What’s that?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “This whole growing up thing,” Greg replied. “Somehow I always thought it would be different than this—not so much like life.” 
 
    Shaking her head slowly, Paige dragged in a breath. “Nobody ever said growing up was going to be easy.” 
 
    “Nobody said it was going to be this hard either,” Greg said. 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Nelson said next to her and he drew her in just a bit closer, “I, for one, am just glad I don’t have to do it alone anymore.” 
 
    “You and me both, brother,” Greg said. “You and me both.”  
 
      
 
    Sunday late afternoon turned out to be perfect dog-walking weather. Paige was glad of that. At least she hadn’t dragged Nelson out on an impossible mission in the rain or something. They had walked Misty, who hadn’t gotten any less schizophrenic, and Prince, who still thought he owned everything. As the clock wound down past 6:20, they made their way back to the park once again with Fancy. 
 
    “So Greg’s going to walk Fancy in the morning,” Nelson said. “You’ll get Misty. I’ll do Prince…” 
 
    “We’ll do Prince.” 
 
    “We’ll do Prince,” he corrected himself. “And we’ll finish up with Fancy. This shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
    “And Wes is almost halfway there,” Paige said. “I talked to Lauren, and she sounded better, still sad, but better.” 
 
    Nelson nodded his satisfaction with their progress for the day. “Not too bad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She smiled over at him, grateful beyond words for his presence. The whole day had been a whirlwind of emotions, some good, some heart-wrenching. With all the turmoil, she had begun to think of them once again as more than friends. At least she thought they might be going in that direction. However, he hadn’t so much as touched her since they’d left her house, and she was starting to wonder if before had only been because she had been so emotional about everything. 
 
    “You know, it’s strange,” he said before she could figure out the right words to ask him about it. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I think in a weird way I’m starting to be the guy I always wanted to be.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Nelson shrugged. “The guy people can count on, the one that thinks about other people, not just himself.” 
 
    That stymied her. “You never did that, only thinking about yourself.” 
 
    “I didn’t?” He seemed surprised by that. 
 
    “No,” she said sincerely. “Not really. You always thought about everybody else. Least I always thought you did, back in high school and stuff. You were the one that got everything together and kept it together with Superglue just so everyone else could party and have a good time.” 
 
    “I guess.” He sighed long and hard but said nothing for a very long minute. “Not that this is here nor there, but at college…” He looked out beyond the trees, seeming to go a long way away. “I was always so lonely. I thought it was because I was alone, you know? When I first got there, I’d find somebody to hook up with so I wouldn’t be alone. But even with them right there, I can’t really explain it, but I still felt lonely. Crazy thing is, now, I’m starting to think that lonely doesn’t have anything to do with being alone. Maybe it’s just feeling like nobody around really cares about you one way or the other. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said, drifting off on the thoughts. “That’s kind of how I felt with all those other guys—the ones before Greg. Like they were with me just to be with somebody, not because they really wanted to be with me.” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “Half the time they didn’t even know me. They didn’t know anything about how my life was, about my family, about my future. And I don’t really think they wanted to know either. All they cared about was having a checkmark in the ‘not alone’ box.” 
 
    “Not sure that I blame them though,” Paige said. “I was kind of doing the same thing.” 
 
    This laugh was softer. “Yep, I hear you there.” 
 
    “It’s so strange,” Paige said. “When you watch movies, you think love is going to be all romance and roses. That it’s supposed to be that. It’s all about the chase, you know?” 
 
    “Getting her to like you…” 
 
    “Or him to like you…” 
 
    “And if you can figure out how to do that,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Then you’re good-to-go,” Paige finished for him.  
 
    “But then…. you work to figure out how to do that,” he said, “until it finally happens.” 
 
    “Then you get to the finish line.” She smiled. “And nobody told you there’s life on the other side of that line.” 
 
    Nelson nodded with a smile. “It’s like you’re left there going, ‘Okay. What now?’” 
 
    “The craziest thing is how wrong the other side of the finish line can feel.” 
 
    “With the wrong person?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said softly. “Trying to be the right person for them…” 
 
    “When you know you’re not?” 
 
    “Ugh. That’s the worst,” she agreed. 
 
    “It’s all so much about the image of things, not what’s real.” 
 
    Paige nodded. “Real, like Wes getting in the car to drive eleven hours just to be there for her.” 
 
    “Real, like giving up what you really wanted so they can be happy?” 
 
    She only half-smiled at that. “Yeah, that too.” 
 
    “Why did you, Paige?” Nelson asked. “Why? You could have told me you didn’t want me to go.” 
 
    However, she shook her head, knowing in her heart that was a choice she never would have made. “And you would have stayed and wondered forever if you’d made a mistake. I wanted you to do what you wanted to do.” 
 
    “Even if it hurt you?” 
 
    A second and Paige shrugged. “I think love is doing what’s right for the other person, no matter what it costs you.” 
 
    Head down, gaze on the concrete, Nelson nodded slowly. “I’m starting to see there’s a whole lot more on the other side of the finish line than I ever knew there could be.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    That night after calling Wes to make sure he was still in one piece, which he was and now only two hours out from Phoenix, Nelson called Greg to make sure they really were set for the next day. They discussed the dogs only briefly before the conversation turned to Paige. 
 
    “So you two are going out then?” Greg asked, and Nelson wasn’t sure how to answer that. 
 
    “We’re trying to take things slow.” 
 
    “Okay. So are you going to ask her out?” 
 
    “Ask her out? Like…” 
 
    “On a date, dude. Come on, man. This isn’t rocket science. I think you of all people should remember this part.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Nelson said. “But is that… Don’t you think it’s maybe too soon?” 
 
    Greg let out a sigh. “Look, Nels, if you haven’t figured it out yet, Paige is head-over-heels for you. She always has been.” 
 
    Something about that made Nelson’s ears get hot.  
 
    “And let’s face it, you burned this thing to the ground when you left.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    “So if you’re going to do this, then I think you need to do it right. Don’t leave her all up in the air, hanging around, trying to figure out if you’re for real this time.” Greg stopped. “You are for real this time, right? No playing around?” 
 
    “What? Oh. No. Absolutely. For real. No playing around.” 
 
    “Good. Then you need to get your head in the game and do this right. Call her up, ask her out. On a real date. Do it up right.” 
 
    “But isn’t that kind of weird? We’re going to be together walking the dogs together and stuff all week.” 
 
    “Nels, listen to me,” Greg said, sounding as serious as Nelson had ever heard him. “I don’t know what she told you about what went down with her while you were gone, but she never let go, not really. Now, look, you have a girl, one of the best I’ve ever been around, and she loves you more than you probably deserve.” 
 
    Nelson wanted to argue, but he knew the truth of that. 
 
    “You need to treat her like you’re the knight in shining armor that she’s been waiting for to sweep her off her feet… because she has.” 
 
    Wow. No pressure there. “Okay. Okay. I hear you.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “And just so we’re clear,” Nelson said, knowing this needed to be said as well. “Thanks for taking care of her while I was being an idiot.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “Yeah, well, what’re friends for, right?” 
 
      
 
    By the time Nelson picked Paige up at her house on Monday, they only had a few minutes to get across town to walk Misty.  
 
    “How was work?” Nelson asked when Paige practically fell into his car. 
 
    “I’m telling you right now, if I have to hear ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ one more time…” 
 
    Nelson laughed as he pulled out. He tweaked the volume button on the CD player. “No danger of that here.” 
 
    “Thank heavens. How was your day?” 
 
    “We moved a whole office downtown. Today we loaded, tomorrow is unloading.” 
 
    Paige smiled. “Sounds thrilling.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, it is.” They headed out into five o’clock traffic, which was going to make the trip even longer. “You did call Mrs. Nunez and tell her we’d be a little late?” 
 
    “Yep, and Mrs. Vincent, and Mrs. Appleton. Everything’s set.” 
 
    “And Greg got Fancy this morning?” 
 
    “Ten o’clock.” 
 
    “Good deal,” Nelson said. “Have you heard from Lauren?” 
 
    “Texted her a couple hours ago. They’re doing some visitation thing tonight and a prayer vigil service thing tomorrow night. The funeral’s on Wednesday, and she figured her and her brothers would head home with Wes on Thursday.” 
 
    “She glad Wes showed up?” 
 
    “Sounded like it although she was freaking out a little about how to explain him to her family.” 
 
    “Meeting the family. Poor Wes.” 
 
    “Had to happen sooner or later.” 
 
    “True that.” 
 
      
 
    In no time they were in the park with Misty-the-Terrible. The good news was, Misty gave Nelson just enough distraction to make him almost forget about the question that had been bopping around in his head all night. He needed to ask her out. He wanted to ask her out. But he also wanted it to be perfect, and that was proving to be a challenge. 
 
    Several times as they walked, it was right there for him to ask. However at the last second, she would say something about the day or Greg or Lauren or Wes, and then it would take him another ten minutes to come up with the nerve again. 
 
    They were headed back to her place with all dogs finally taken care of when she put her head back on the seat and closed her eyes. Nelson glanced over at her, and he loved how quietly trusting she looked. Sweet. Kind. Caring. Wonderful. Paige. How had he gotten so lucky? 
 
    “I am exhausted,” she said, her voice drifting out. “Kids and dogs all day long. Guck. I think I smell like a cross between a daycare and a kennel.” 
 
    Softly Nelson laughed. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    She smiled over at him, her eyes heavy with fatigue. “Nice try.” Putting her hand over, she slid it down his arm before it dropped and she yawned. “How am I ever going to make it to Thursday?” 
 
    He glanced at her again and sighed. Now was not the time to talk about it. Besides, he had three days. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately Tuesday didn’t prove any more favorable to asking her, and so Nelson sat on Wednesday morning, eating cereal and trying desperately to figure out how to do this either right or fast or preferably, both. 
 
    “You not going in to work?” Janet asked as she retrieved her own bowl from the cabinet just after 8 a.m. 
 
    “I took off this morning,” Nelson said, crunching through his Corn Chex. “Greg had to go in for an early shift, and Paige is babysitting.” 
 
    She brought her things over and sat down as Bella came next to her, wagging her tail, hoping for a treat or a scrap. Thankfully, the little dog had settled down where it came to Nelson though they still mostly stayed out of each other’s way. “Still dog walking for your friend?” 
 
    “Lauren. Yeah,” he said. “Today’s the funeral.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Janet said. “There’s just no easy way to lose someone.” 
 
    Nelson bounced his eyebrows at that.  
 
    “Your dad’s coming in this weekend,” Janet said as she poured milk on her own cereal. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Again?” 
 
    She tipped her eyes and smiled at that without direct comment. “We were actually thinking about going golfing on Saturday. Your dad said he kind of hoped you might consider going with us this time.” 
 
    “Golfing?” Nelson asked, raising his eyebrows at that. “Me?” 
 
    Janet shrugged. “He said you used to go with him and Cindy all the time.” 
 
    Well, yeah, but that was before he could stay home alone, not to mention that Cindy had actually wanted him along. “I don’t know. I’m not really all that good.” 
 
    That made her laugh. “Well, that would make two of us. Oh, hey, you could ask Paige to come too. I’m sure your dad wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Paige?” Nelson’s eyes widened on the thought, and he stopped eating altogether. “Oh, I don’t…” 
 
    Slowly Janet exhaled. “Nelson, you know I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think it was important. Your dad… he’s really trying here. He wants to spend some time with you while he’s here. Now, I know before things didn’t go all that great. But it would really mean a lot to me if you would at least give him a chance.” 
 
    Great. Blackmail. Lovely.  
 
    “You don’t have to,” she continued, “but please think about it, okay?” 
 
      
 
    And think about it was about all Nelson did the rest of the day. In fact, that conundrum had almost pushed out the other one for front-and-center spot in his mind. As he walked Fancy around and around the park in the morning sunshine… As his gaze went to the play equipment on every pass… As he let his thoughts go back to the question… Over and over again, here he was, on the verge of asking her to join him in his nightmare. 
 
    True, it seemed better this time around. But was it? Was it really? Could this new way of being really last, or was it some grand illusion that would collapse about the time he actually trusted it? 
 
    “God,” he finally said the third time around, “I need some serious help here. You and I both know I want to ask her out. I want to do this right. I just… I don’t want to push anything or scare her off. Please help me. Give me the right time and the right words. Help us to do this right.” 
 
      
 
    After work, Paige ran home and threw on a different top. It wasn’t much, but it was better than the barely-white T-shirt she’d been in all day. Spraying some vanilla perfume in the air, she ducked under it as she had seen Taylor do when she was too young to understand the point of that. 
 
    You want a hint, a whiff, Taylor had said as though she knew everything. You don’t want to smell like you just got off work at the perfume factory. 
 
    Despite all the turmoil her sister had caused, Paige smiled at that. In the midst of everything, there were still some good memories. 
 
    The doorbell rang, and she grabbed up her keys and phone before fanning her fingers through her bangs and raking through her hair. “Gonna have to be good enough.” 
 
    As usual, Nelson stood at her threshold, head down when she opened the door. That first brush with those quiet, shy eyes just never got old. 
 
    “Hope I’m not late,” he said, and Paige smiled. 
 
    “When have you ever been late in your entire life?” 
 
    “As I recall,” he said as she locked and checked the door behind her, “I was late for our first date.” 
 
    Surprise jumped into her heart as she fingered the stray strand of hair that caught on the breeze and landed in her mouth even as she looked up at him. “You remember that?” 
 
    “Of course I remember that. Are you kidding? Who even does that? I’m still surprised you didn’t give up on me right then and there.” 
 
    On her side of the car, Paige got in. “Yeah, right. Like I would have done that.” 
 
    When Nelson got in, he slid the sunglasses on and looked over at her. “Well, I’ve gotten dumped for a whole lot less than that before.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She shook her head. “Then you were dating the wrong girls.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    One thing that Paige had come to appreciate was just hanging out with him and letting the teasing banter bounce between them. He was so easy to be with. She remembered being with Jared. Jared, who seemed like such a nice guy at first but had turned into Mr. You-Can’t-Do-Anything-Right. Why she had stayed with him so long, she still couldn’t really understand. It was something about not wanting to be alone or thinking that eventually she would get herself right enough that he would fall in love with her. What a joke that had been. 
 
    No, it was different with Nelson. It always had been. He was comfortable. Dreamy yes, but ultimately, being with him just felt like home. Safe. Warm. Comfortable. Right. 
 
    “Have you heard from Lauren?” he asked as he always did now. She wondered at that, but it touched her just the same. 
 
    “Yeah. The funeral was earlier. I think they’re going to try to come home tomorrow. At least her and Wes and the boys.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “So they’ll be home by Friday then?” 
 
    “Presumably yes,” she said, hearing something in his voice she couldn’t quite read. “Why? Is that a problem?” 
 
    “What? Oh. No, not… not a problem.” He nodded twice as if sorting through his own thoughts and the words.  
 
    Paige wasn’t sure what it was he wasn’t saying. “You know, if you need to take a day off from this whole dog thing…” 
 
    “What? No. That’s… no. It’s not that. It’s just…” When he glanced over at her, Paige knew for sure there was more he wasn’t saying. 
 
    There had been a time in their relationship that she would have let it slide, hoping whatever he wasn’t saying wouldn’t start with “I want to” and end with “break up.” However, time, experience, or age had made her much braver in that regard. “You just what, Nels? Look, if there’s a problem…” 
 
    “There’s not… No, there’s not a problem.” 
 
    “Then what? What are you not telling me? Just say it. Whatever it is.” 
 
    “I…” He glanced at her again as if trying to figure out if he really should.  
 
    Okay, so they were driving in five o’clock traffic and probably late to their destination. It wasn’t the best time in the world to demand completely honesty. However, Paige had played that game too many times, and she wasn’t about to go back to worrying about what was coming every time he stopped talking. “Nels, seriously, I’m not going to break in half here. If we need to talk about something, just say it.” 
 
    When he let out a long, slow breath, Paige held hers. She could handle it. Whatever it was. 
 
    They pulled up to Mrs. Nunez’s house, and Nelson put the car in park. They needed to get in and get Misty, but Paige was not about to get out of the car until she knew what was going on. “Nels?” 
 
    With a small nod, he took off the sunglasses and his eyes closed. “It’s just… Well, this isn’t exactly how I wanted to do this.” 
 
    “Do what?” she asked, softly though her nerves were fraying with the effort to keep herself in one piece. 
 
    He licked his lips before turning to her. “Look, Paige, I know we said we were just going to be just friends for a while, see how that worked, if it worked. Take it slow and all of that.” He put his gaze down between them before pulling it back up to capture hers. “So I hope this isn’t too fast.” His words slowed even more. “If it is, just tell me. But I was actually thinking that maybe… Well, I wondered if you would like to maybe… go out this weekend?” 
 
    After that build-up, Paige nearly collapsed with the relief. 
 
    “They’re having that movie in the park thing,” Nelson continued. “It’s on Friday night. I mean, if you don’t want to… If this is too soon…” 
 
    Oh, Nelson. Paige sighed. What was she going to do with him?  
 
    Her face colored as her mind helpfully filled in possibilities to that question. “Yes. Of course, I’ll go out with you.” 
 
    His gaze snapped to hers and held for the first time since they’d gotten into the car. “You will? Really?” 
 
    She laughed at that. “Yes. Really.” She let out another breath. “Actually I’ve been wondering…” 
 
    “You have? I’ve been thinking about it too, but I didn’t want to rush into anything.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I was worried I might be. I’ve been meaning to ask you all week, but I didn’t know how.” He glanced at Mrs. Nunez’s front door. “I wanted it to be perfect, and this… really isn’t. I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    However, Paige laughed again. “Eh. Perfect is overrated.” 
 
    For the first time since he’d picked her up, Nelson laughed softly. 
 
    “Besides, any time I get to hang out with you is good in my books,” Paige said. “I don’t care how it happens or what we’re doing.” And she knew now that was the 100-percent truth. After having gone without his presence in her life for so long, she had learned its value, and never again would she take it for granted. 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” he said, ducking again, “because I actually have something else to ask you.” 
 
    That stopped her. “Something else? What’s that?” 
 
    He didn’t look any more excited about this question than he had the first. “Well, Janet told me this morning that my dad’s coming into town this weekend.” 
 
    His dad. Paige fought not to react to that, but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    “They’re going golfing on Saturday,” Nelson continued. 
 
    Golfing. She almost sighed with relief, not because she liked golfing or had ever even been for that matter, but if this was about golfing, then she was sure it had nothing to do with her.  
 
    That thought had barely gotten all the way through her head when he said, “Janet was wondering if we’d like to go with them.” 
 
    We’d? Panic smashed into her. What kind of insane question was that? 
 
    “Oh, N… Nels,” Paige said with a small laugh. “Yeah, I don’t golf.” 
 
    “Well, neither do I. Not well anyway. I haven’t been golfing since I was about ten.” 
 
    Bewilderment snarled through her. “Then why would they want us to go with them?” 
 
    “I don’t know honestly. I think it has something to do with the whole Dad trying to fix the relationship thing he’s got going on.” Nelson tipped his head in apology. “But if you really don’t want to, I can just tell them…” 
 
    Paige sighed all of her quite logical protests down. This was important to him. It needed to be important to her, too, even though she, of all people, knew how drastically bad this could end up being. “Okay,” she said barely getting the word out. 
 
    That stopped him. “Okay?” His eyes searched hers like he couldn’t have heard that correctly. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, pushing the word out. “Golfing sounds… fun.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson knew she was lying about that, but he was so relieved, he decided not to question it. “Great. That’s… so great.” For one crazy second, he was so happy, he thought about kissing her. But they were sitting in front of Mrs. Nunez’s house getting later by the second, and neither one spelled romantic. “Uh, we probably better go.” 
 
    “Wh…? Oh. Yeah.” She jumped like she’d been hit with a bolt of lightning. Turning, she was out of the car before he even got his door open. “Let’s hope Misty behaves tonight.” 
 
    “Ha,” he said, following her and loving with everything in him how easy it was to be in her orbit. “Like that would ever happen.” 
 
      
 
    Thursday was a blur of toddlers, dogs, and texts to Lauren. They were, in fact, headed home, and yes, they could almost definitely handle the dogs on Friday. Lauren was jazzed about Paige and Nelson’s upcoming date, and she said they had to get together on Saturday to talk. When Paige told her friend about golfing, Lauren sent LOL. Can I come watch? 
 
    HAHA. No, but you can pray. Nelson I can handle. His dad… Not so much. 
 
    I thought that was better. 
 
    It’s hard to tell. Nels isn’t doing the high-wire act anymore, but that could change at a moment’s notice. Not to mention our last meeting is still giving me nightmares. 
 
    I’ll def say some prayers! 
 
    Thanks. 
 
      
 
    The only way Paige stayed sane on Friday was to turn off any and all thoughts about Saturday. “Just make it through tonight, and then we’ll deal with that,” she told herself over and over. 
 
    Honestly, Friday brought enough trouble of its own. What to wear, how to be ready in time after work, worry about what it would be like to go on an actual-actual date with Nelson again. What if it all got weird like it was when he’d first come back?  
 
    Paige had told herself for so long that she would never get this chance, and she just needed to get over it and move on with life, that now that it was happening, her nerves didn’t quite know what to make of it. 
 
    Back home from work at just after five, she went into get-ready-at-the-speed-of-light mode. For half-a-second she considered ultra-casual jeans, but she discarded that idea when she remembered their first time through this gauntlet. No, Nelson was sure to show up looking like a GQ model. She wasn’t going to trash that by looking like one of the ugly step-sisters. 
 
    “Wonder what the fairy godmother has in her repertoire for a movie on the grass night,” Paige said out loud to her closet of clothes as she sorted this way and that through them. She finally opted for the maxi-dress she had worn for her cousin’s wedding the summer before. The simple top had a scooped neck but the back had a keyhole. The red-and-white print skirt offered a dash of whimsy and color. She wasn’t sure Cinderella would wear it to a ball, but once it was on, she couldn’t help but think it looked perfect for the evening. 
 
    She slipped on silver-drop earrings and had just located her silver shoes in the depths of the closet when she heard the doorbell ring. Knowing she was the only one home, she grabbed up the shoes and raced out to answer it.  
 
    Not wanting to keep him waiting, she opted to answer the door first, and so shoes in hand, she swung the door open. Man, that sight never got old. 
 
    “Hey. Look at you. You’re early,” she said, but with a clear note of teasing infusing the words. 
 
    “Yeah. Imagine that,” Nelson said, and his smile could’ve melted a million hearts. Thankfully hers was the only one around. 
 
    “Come on in.” She turned and sat on the nearest chair to put the shoes on. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No worries. Take your time.” 
 
    That skipped across her heart mostly because he seemed so calm about it all. When she stood, she put out her hands and lifted her shoulders. “Ready.” 
 
    His gaze slipped down her before coming back up to her eyes. “You look amazing.” 
 
    If he kept that up, her heart wasn’t going to be able to make it through the evening in her own possession. “Thank you. Way better than babies and dog drool.” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “I’m not going to argue.” 
 
      
 
    During one of the conversations he’d had checking in on Wes and Lauren as they came back home, Nelson had managed to ask their advice about where to take Paige for dinner before the show. Wes suggested a small Mexican food place that was a little out of the way, but according to his friend, it was nice, quiet, and not expensive. It wasn’t that Nelson was trying to be cheap, but avoiding having to split spaghetti in order to not have to wash dishes sounded like a far better plan than he had had on their first date. 
 
    For her part, Paige seemed content to not be overly fussy about anything. Instead, she sat back in his car and smiled at his choice of music. 
 
    “I love this one,” she said of the soft piano music playing on his stereo. 
 
    Nelson glanced over at her as he negotiated traffic. “You remember it?” 
 
    “Of course I remember it.” She tilted her head to the side, and the soft look in her eyes when he looked over at her flipped his heart over. “I listen to it all the time.” 
 
    “You do?” he asked in surprise. 
 
    She tipped her head. “I’m addicted. What can I say?” 
 
    It was crazy what her admission that she still listened to his music did to him. “So how’s babysitting?” he asked, feeling like flying was possible with her. It really didn’t matter what they talked about, all he wanted was to share in whatever was going on in her life. 
 
    “Not bad. At least I didn’t get spit up on today.” 
 
    He smiled over at her. “Thank God for small favors, huh?” Just then his cell phone between them buzzed to life, and he glanced down at it. LJ. Repositioning his gaze to traffic, he considered what to do as the thing buzzed again. “Uh.” 
 
    Paige looked down at it. “You want me to get it?” 
 
    “Uh. Yeah. Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Although Nelson didn’t sound completely sure about that, Paige picked it up and swiped it on. With a glance over at him, she said, “Hello?” 
 
    The pause on the other end told her she’d surprised the caller. 
 
    “He… Hi…” 
 
    “Tell him I’m driving,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” she said. “This… this is Paige. Uhm, Nelson’s driving.” 
 
    “Oh,” the caller, LJ, said slowly. “Paige.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice to finally meet you,” he said, which was odd because they were just on the phone. 
 
    “Yeah, you too.” She glanced again at Nelson, and he returned the look. 
 
    “Tell him I’m driving.” 
 
    “I just did,” she said, covering the phone, knowing LJ was going to think she was a knife short of a bunch if she said that again. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about you,” LJ said, and Paige puzzled at that. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Like what?” she asked, and this glance at Nelson didn’t make it that far. 
 
    “All good things. All good things,” LJ said, and Paige laughed. 
 
    “Olaff?” she asked. “Aren’t you a little old for ‘Frozen’?” 
 
    “Tell him I’m driving and I’ll call him back later,” Nelson said, but Paige waved him off. 
 
    “Me?” LJ said. “Tell your boyfriend that.” 
 
    “My…” she started to ask. 
 
    “Nelson,” LJ clarified quickly. “Tell Nelson that.” 
 
    Puzzled, Paige wondered how to voice the question. “Why? What does Nelson have to do with ‘Frozen’?” 
 
    “Tell…” Nelson said again, but Paige waved him to be quiet. 
 
    “Oh, he didn’t tell you about Spring Break?” LJ asked. 
 
    Paige tried to remember, but she didn’t think he’d mentioned it. “No. Why? What happened on Spring Break?” 
 
    “Seriously,” Nelson said. “I can just call him back later.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I thought he was bad with ‘The Phantom’ thing. That had nothing on ‘Frozen.’ I think he would’ve given my six-year-old cousin a run for her money on how many times you could watch it if I would have let him.” LJ laughed. “There’s only so many times you can go up that mountain, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Intrigued more than confused now, Paige wanted to ask more, but they pulled up to the restaurant. Nelson parked and, clearly embarrassed, now barely even glanced at her when he shut off the car. 
 
    “Oh, LJ, hang on. Here’s Nels.” 
 
    “K,” LJ said. “See ya, Paige.” 
 
    “See ya, LJ.” 
 
    She handed the phone to Nelson who spoke to his friend quickly, filling him in that yes, they were going out and he would call LJ back later. When he hung up, Nelson sat without moving from the car for a minute. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said, and she felt a little bad about making him embarrassed. 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    With no more than that, he got out and came around to help her out. Into the restaurant they went and Nelson procured a table for them, which wasn’t hard as most of them were empty. 
 
    “I hope this is okay,” he said when they were seated. “Wes promised me it’s good.” 
 
    Paige saw then the effort he had put into this outing, and she knew without needing confirmation of it that he had thought and rethought every detail of it. The vulnerable side of him was back though she saw now how most people missed that in him. He covered it so well. 
 
    She opened her menu and looked over the options, seeing there would be no need to split something so his college fund wouldn’t go to pay for dinner. She smiled to herself at that as memories of their first date flooded over her. Yep, as many things as had changed, some had stayed the same. He was still the Nelson Samuels she had fallen in love with.  
 
    Sneaking a peek at him over her menu, she shook her head at how far he had come. So much had changed and yet, underneath the now more manly exterior, he was still the same Nelson as he had always been—wanting to do things right but never really sure just what that was. 
 
    “So how does fajitas sound?” she asked not wanting to forget just yet. “Maybe we could share them?” 
 
      
 
    Instantly Nelson looked at her over his menu. Had she done that on purpose, acting like sharing was still cool with her, or was she not even thinking like that?  
 
    “Sure,” he said like a soft breath. “If that’s cool with you.” 
 
    When she folded her menu, her beautiful gaze came over to rest on his, and he had the feeling that staying grounded tonight was going to be a big challenge. “Sounds great to me.” 
 
    The waiter came and took their order, and with that accomplished, Nelson once again found himself stumbling and struggling to find good words to put with the melody he heard every time he looked at her. 
 
    “So,” she said, and a light flicked on behind her eyes, “I’m curious, but if you don’t want to answer this, just say so.” 
 
    He knew he was going to regret it, but his reply could only be one thing. “What’s that?” 
 
    “‘Frozen,’” she said, and he rolled his eyes in instant humiliation. However, she laid her chin in her hand and interest poured through her gaze. “What’s up with that?” 
 
    Nelson shook his head, wishing he could explain it but afraid he was going to sound like an immature kid. “Oh, it was just this thing over Spring Break. You know about the movies.” 
 
    She nodded but said nothing as her eyes surveyed him gently. 
 
    He tipped his head and let out a breath. “I just…” His finger played with the edge of the napkin as he fought to figure out how to explain the unexplainable. “After I started with the cinema class, movies started being really… different.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “Different… I don’t know. It was like they all suddenly had this code language I hadn’t really noticed before.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    Why could he feel himself going down into the darkened lair? “Like they explained life rather than just being fun to watch.” 
 
    The waiter came with their drinks. 
 
    “Thanks,” Paige said to him, but when he was gone, she was right back with those intense, interested eyes. “Life…” she said by way of reminding him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said, now really scrambling for words. “It’s like…” He shifted in the chair, trying to get comfortable. “Before movie class, I could watch movies, and they were cool, you know? But now, I watch and I see things so differently. Like, okay, before… it was a good story, right? It’s funny or it’s sad or it’s full of action, whatever. But now, it’s like when I watch, I’m constantly asking, ‘Why did the director do it like that? What does that mean? How does that fit?’” 
 
    “Fit?” She took a drink but never so much as blinked away from the conversation. 
 
    He leaned forward. “I think that’s one of the things I learned last semester, and not just about movies either. I started to see how things… fit. How they went together. Before, I’d take a class and it was a class, you know? It was like it was separate from everything else. So you learn about math or you learn about English or you learn about science, but they didn’t go together. They were separate things.” 
 
    Paige nodded though Nelson wasn’t sure how much of this she was getting. 
 
    “But it’s like I started to see that one movie isn’t just an island by itself. Every movie, every book, every subject, everything… connects.” He put his hands together, lacing his fingers as if that would explain it better. 
 
    “Okay, so ‘Frozen,’” she said. 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “Well, over Spring Break, LJ and I went to his uncle and aunt’s beach house out at a place called Cape Disappointment.” He smiled at that and ducked his head, amazed at how life and God could work if you let them. “Anyway, I was really trying to figure things out—with my dad, with coming back.” He glanced up at her. “With you.” Letting out a breath, he didn’t fight the trip down into real. “I was pretty much a mess to be honest with you. Anyway, LJ’s little cousin was watching ‘Frozen’ and because of the whole movie class thing, I started to see it differently than I would have before. Like I could see Elsa, I understood… that. I understood her trying not to let the world see what was most real about her, and why letting people in freaked her out so much.  
 
    “I started to see that maybe that’s what I was doing, pushing people away who tried to get close because I was afraid.” Wow. This was going a lot deeper than he’d intended it to. 
 
    “What were you afraid of?” Paige asked, her voice so gentle so as to be nearly inaudible. 
 
    Nelson put his gaze on the table. “I think I’ve always kind of felt… different than everyone else. I knew it. I just couldn’t put it into words.” He laughed softly. “I still can’t.” 
 
    “Well, you’re doing pretty good so far,” she said with a tender smile. 
 
    He nodded before continuing. “Early in the semester we watched ‘The Phantom of the Opera.’” 
 
    “The one about the guy who kidnaps the girl.” 
 
    “Yep. That’s the one.” Somehow he’d never thought he would admit this to her. “I think I always felt like the phantom, not evil exactly, but like I had to wear a mask to fit in, like no one would like me if they knew the real me.” 
 
    Instead of arguing with that, Paige just nodded. 
 
    “So, I put on the mask and I didn’t really let people know there was more to me than that.” 
 
    “The playing it shallow thing?” she clarified. 
 
    “Yeah. That.” He nodded. “It’s like Elsa with the gloves or the phantom in the lair or even Rapunzel with the magic hair. Like having powers but needing to keep that hidden?” 
 
    “Like Superman and Clark Kent,” Paige said. “Peter Parker and Spiderman. Bruce Wayne and Batman.” 
 
    Nelson raised his eyebrows at that. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t ask. Lauren and I went on a superhero kick a few years ago.” Paige shrugged. “It was a middle school thing. Continue.” 
 
    However, those pieces had fallen into place in Nelson as well. “I think it was kind of like that now that you mention it. It was like I was two different people—I was Clark Kent. And I wanted to be him because the Superman thing freaked me out.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked just as the fajitas arrived. “Thank you,” Paige said to the waiter who set their order on the table. 
 
    He nodded and left them to their meal. 
 
    Even as she went about putting her first fajita together, she never lost the intensity. “So what freaked you out about being Superman?” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “Well, I’m not sure I would go that far. I’m not exactly Superman.” 
 
    “What? You’re not?” she asked in surprise. “Yes, you were… you are. I think everyone knows it but you.” 
 
    He shook his head as he made his own fajita. “You give me way too much credit.” 
 
    “How can you say that? Okay, so you can’t fly.” She stopped in mid-forkful. “You can’t, can you?” 
 
    Again Nelson laughed. “No, I can’t fly.” 
 
    “Okay.” She went back to her meal. “You can’t fly, and you can’t freeze things with your breath or burn through steel with your eyes, but one thing I noticed about the superheroes, they all have different powers. One can fly. One can shoot webs out of his wrist. One is fast. One is super strong. But underneath all of them, they have this…”  
 
    When she stopped, Nelson waited a second, thinking she was going to continue. She didn’t. 
 
    “This?” he finally asked, taking a bite and wishing they didn’t have to eat while having this conversation. 
 
    Paige took a bite and chewed slowly, her face awash in deep thought. “It’s like they all… want something that the superpowers can’t get them.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    More thought etched on her face, and she shook her head. A moment more and she shrugged. “To be loved? To matter to somebody? Not because of what they can do but because of who they are.” 
 
    That thought went into Nelson, digging deeper and deeper into him.  
 
    “I think that was one of the things that’s intriguing about them,” she said. “Because okay, there’s the side about smashing cars and outwitting the villain and all that, but that’s not what got me about them. It was feeling how much they wanted to fit in, to do the right thing and use their powers for good, but how in the end, that was just lonely without someone to love them for who they were and who they are. 
 
    “Lauren’s mom had this whole set of DVDs from back in the day. It was a TV show. ‘Lois and Clark’ I think. Man, it’s been so long since we watched those. I wonder if she still has them. Anyway, what I remember is that Clark had a really hard time because Lois fell in love with Superman at first. She was all, ‘Superman is so dreamy…’ Not that she ever said it like that, but you knew, and so did he. It was like he was competing with himself for her. But how does a normal guy compete with Superman, you know?” 
 
    Nelson nodded, understanding and loving how she could explain what he’d never been able to. 
 
    “He was just… Clark. But then she started to fall in love with Clark…” Paige took a drink. “There was one of the episodes we watched about a hundred times. Lois is in love with Clark after she’s learned he’s Superman, and she’s annoyed about him being Superman. It was like she could love one or the other but not both at the same time.” Paige took another bite and thought through that. “It was almost like he had to choose who to be if he wanted her to love him.” 
 
    “Tough choice,” Nelson said. 
 
    “No kidding. How do you give up who you are so they’ll love you? Either piece of you.” 
 
    Both of them fell into silence. 
 
    “Is that how it was?” Paige finally asked. “How you felt with… the other girls? Like it was a choice of who they wanted you to be? Who you had to be so they would stay?” 
 
    Oh, yeah. That was an easy question. Thinking that through, he nodded. “They wanted Superman, the guy on stage, the one everyone else wanted.” 
 
    “Is that who you wanted to be?” she asked very gently. 
 
    A second and he shook his head. “That’s not who I felt like I was. I didn’t think he was real.” 
 
    Looking at him in a way that unnerved him, Paige nodded. “It scares you to be Clark Kent, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Nelson took a breath, his gaze now only on the table. “It scares me to be everybody. Superman is supposed to be invulnerable. Clark is supposed to be real. How do you be both and stay in one piece?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    As they finished up their meal and headed to the park, Paige could feel the walls between them disintegrating—not because of anything he did but just because of who he was. Strangely, they were walls she had never really known or understood were standing between them. It was just as they drove, he seemed to relax in a way he hadn’t been when he was around her before, at least since he’d been back. His smile came easier, his laugh less forced. It was like watching Superman morph back into Clark Kent. 
 
    Still, Nelson kept his physical distance as if he was afraid to let that last wall fall. Whether for himself or for her, she didn’t know. 
 
    At the park, he got the blanket from the trunk and they headed over to the tree—the same one where they had spent their first date together. Walking next to him, Paige glanced over at him even as he told her what he’d heard about the movie they were to see, and other thoughts trailed through her. Nelson, always trying so hard to do everything right, not always knowing what that was, trying not to mess things up and holding back from taking a risk in case he would find out it was a mistake. 
 
    Even now, as he walked, he didn’t reach for her hand even though it was free between them, and she knew it was because he was thinking and overthinking all of it. She smiled softly at that, thinking, Sometimes superheroes just need to know they are loved, that they are not in this thing alone.  
 
    Halfway to their destination, she laughed at his assessment of just how many installments there could conceivably be of the same movie. 
 
    “Seriously,” he said, “Just think, ‘Avengers 4,292…’ Coming soon to a theater near you.” He put out his hand as if magically displaying the title in front of them. “And people would still go see it.” He shook his head and joined in her laugh. “Am I wrong?” 
 
    “No. Definitely not wrong.” Her steps swayed twice his direction, and coming close to crashing into him, she put her hand out to his back to reassess the distance.  
 
    His gaze jerked down to her in surprise. Although she thought for a split-second it was because he thought she might trip over him, she realized he had thought he had caused the near-collision. The uneven grass wasn’t helping anything, and there was something about walking this close without actually touching that seemed much more challenging than normal. Crazy how fast her mind processed all of it so that she knew in the next instant he was about to apologize. One heartbeat before he got that out, she laughed. 
 
    “You know, I used to know how to walk,” she said. “I’m almost sure of it.” 
 
    Nelson’s eyes softened. “You need help there?” 
 
    “I need something.” 
 
    “Here, let me help.” And with that, he put his hand out to her. 
 
    “Thanks.” She laid her hand in his, and at first, she thought he really was just trying to steady her. However, in the next second, his hand in hers dropped between them, and just like that, they were simply walking together, holding hands. “I’m telling you, these shoes were not meant for grass.” 
 
    He looked down at them. “Beauty before practicality.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” And because she now had the excuse of awkward shoes treading on awkward footing, she wrapped her other hand around his arm as well.  
 
    He didn’t seem to mind. In fact, his gaze swept down to her. “Is this cool or do you want to sit somewhere else?” 
 
    Funny, she hadn’t even thought that was an option. “It’s fine by me.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
      
 
    At the tree, Nelson had to let go of her hand to spread out the blanket. That was less-than-ideal seeing how long it had taken him to come up with a plausible excuse to hold her hand in the first place. Now he had to start all back over. 
 
    “Your magic carpet, madam,” he said gallantly as he put his hand up to help her down. 
 
    “Magic carpet, huh?” she asked as she angled one ankle underneath herself and lowered herself onto the blanket near but not next to him. Once down, she shifted to get comfortable. 
 
    “Well, I was trying for the Aladdin thing,” Nelson said. “Too much?” 
 
    She smiled at him. “No, but if you start singing Alibaba and the Forty Thieves, I’m outta here.” 
 
    Nelson laughed out loud at that. “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Paige glanced around them and looked at her watch. “So,” she said, flopping her hands in the lap of her skirt. “What was your favorite movie?” 
 
    “My… favorite?” Nelson asked, taken aback. 
 
    “Yeah, this semester. What was your favorite? I already know your least favorite was that ‘Eternal Spotlight’ one.” 
 
    Again, Nelson laughed but softer this time. “‘Eternal Sunshine of a Spotless Mind.’” 
 
    “Yeah, that one. So if that was the worst, what was the best?” 
 
    Strangely, Nelson hadn’t really bothered to ask that question in all the time he had thought about the films. “Uh, the one I got the most out of or my favorite?” 
 
    She stared at him like a laser beam. “Favorite… for now.” 
 
    “My favorite was probably ‘The Greatest Showman.’” 
 
    “Oh, wow. I love that movie.” 
 
    “You’ve seen it?” 
 
    “Seen it? I practically have the soundtrack memorized.” 
 
    Surprise lit through him. “Me too.” 
 
    “So what did you like about that one?” she asked. 
 
    He thought that through. “I don’t know, I think the idea of not letting your dreams die and being alive, that the world is bigger than most people think it is, that things are possible even when we can’t see them. It always makes me want to go for what’s possible rather than settling for what is.” 
 
    “It’s been forever since I’ve seen that one. But the thing I remember I really liked was Phillip and Anne, how she didn’t think they could ever work, and then when she almost lost him, she realized being with him was worth fighting for no matter what anybody else thought.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “I like how Phillip could be who he really was with her, how he was willing to fight his parents and the whole world to be with her. And at the end, you can just so see how happy he is. It’s like he’s saying, ‘Look out world. This is who I really am. Ready or not, here I come.’” 
 
    “I really need to watch that again,” she said as the lights around them plunged the area into semi-darkness with only the twilight staving total darkness off. “Oh, oops. It’s starting.” She turned away from the discussion to face the screen.  
 
    “Here,” Nelson said, and he held his hand out for her once again. 
 
      
 
    Awkward but trying not to be, she scooted with him until they were propped up against the tree—him with his back to the thing, her with her back resting on him. A breath, and his arms settled in around her. She breathed in the feel of their solid warmth and allowed herself to relax into them. They felt even better than she remembered. Strong. Solid. Gentle. Perfect. 
 
    Closing her eyes because the movie hadn’t bothered to start yet, she let all of her other senses drink in the intoxicating rush of just being with him. 
 
    “That okay?” he asked in her ear softly. 
 
    She smiled with a small gasp. “It’s great.” 
 
      
 
    Great hardly came close to describing it for Nelson. Concentrating on the movie, which was just your basic shoot ‘em up with fast cars, faster women and lame jokes that were supposed to be witty, became wholly secondary to the entire experience. Instead, his mind kept tripping down to her and then back to their first dates in the park, especially the very first one when they had watched a movie that was about as forgettable as this one. However, he hadn’t forgotten a single second of that night and how perfectly easy it was just being with her. How she wasn’t all high maintenance like the other girls he’d dated. How she hadn’t thrown a hissy fit that he was late or even made a single snide comment about it the entire evening. 
 
    And then, as he held her there, he remembered something else. The little girl. What was her name again? His brain fought with itself, trying to remember. Back and forth and forth and back until he was sure he was going to give himself a headache over it. No, he couldn’t come up with the child’s name, but he remembered her like it was two seconds ago. 
 
    Small. Alone. Lost in a sea of people who didn’t even seem to notice or care. 
 
    She’d lost her mom somehow. Nelson didn’t remember how exactly, but he could still see Paige, walking away from him, from them. That was weird. Wes and Greg were here too. But they hadn’t watched the movie together… 
 
    Searching his memory for the details even as someone shot at someone else from the confines of a car moving at the speed of light on the screen in front of him, he finally gave up trying to remember all of it and let what he did remember come. She had gone over to the child, bent to talk to her. Nelson had watched her, wondering at first where she was going and then what she was doing. He had gone over to ask, realized the situation, and tried to figure out how to find the mother. 
 
    Although he remembered his own puzzlement as to how to fix the situation, he also remembered with no trouble the soft kindness Paige had given to the young child seemingly without effort. Never once did the child become upset, and Nelson was sure that was because of Paige’s quiet, calm, unassuming nature. In fact, as he repositioned his arms around her, he couldn’t help but think that’s how she always was with everyone. With the guys—Wes and Greg. She didn’t put on a show, try to attract their attention, or be anyone other than who she was. She was the same with Lauren, and Nelson smiled at that. As tight as he was with the guys and even with LJ, his friendships were no comparison to theirs. They would go to the mat for each other, and a screaming match with Lauren on Greg’s front sidewalk streaked through his consciousness. No wonder Lauren had nearly ripped his lungs out. One thing was for sure, he would never again be surprised to get reamed out by her for hurting Paige. Not that he ever wanted that to happen again. 
 
    He tightened his hold on her, and amazement traced through him when she laid her arm over his around her and slid her hand over his as well. She wasn’t fighting being together anymore. She felt perfectly relaxed. He hoped that continued, that he could do this right and not scare her off. What had Wes said about being friends first, wanting what was best for her and working to make that happen? That’s how he felt now. This was no longer about what he could get from her, about getting her to fall in love with him so he wouldn’t be alone.  
 
    Somehow, it had become what he could do for her, to encourage her goodness in the world, to give it a safe place to grow and thrive. No other mission he’d ever been on had been so important to him, and he was determined now not to ever fail in that mission. 
 
      
 
    When the movie was over, Paige didn’t move from the peacefulness of his arms until the credits had ended and the lights came back on. Sitting up but not really moving to put distance between them, she spun slightly so her knee ended up under his.  
 
    “Well, that wasn’t too bad,” she said lightly as she brushed the hair out of her eyes. 
 
    His soft gaze held steady on hers as if he was trying to read all the way into the depths of her soul. “You liked it?” 
 
    With a timid smile, she tipped her head. “Not too bad for what it was.” 
 
    As seemingly everyone else in the park started moving, Nelson just sat looking at her as if he had completely forgotten the rest of the world even existed. 
 
    “What?” Paige finally asked, running her hand down her hair self-consciously. 
 
    “You,” he said, his voice falling on the depths of the syllable. 
 
    That coupled with the intensity in his eyes made her swallow. “What about me?” 
 
    His laugh was more a breath. “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    Without more thought, her eyes widened. “Do… what?” 
 
    A second and his gaze fell from hers to his hands before coming back up. “Remember our first date out here?” 
 
    Somehow Paige hadn’t known that track was anywhere around. “Yeah. Of course I do. Why?” 
 
    He licked his lips before continuing. “Remember the little girl? The one that got lost?” 
 
    She hadn’t thought of that in a long time. “Yeah. I remember. Why?” 
 
    “It’s just…” His gaze fell again, and he shook his head slowly. Another breath, and his eyes came up even softer and deeper than before. “I think that’s when I really started to fall in love with you.” 
 
    Somehow, Paige hadn’t been expecting him to go there with all these people milling around, but go there he had. Self-consciousness grabbed her and she dipped her gaze because she didn’t know where to go with that in her own heart. “She was lost,” Paige said with an off-handed shrug. “Somebody needed to help.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, the word solid and certain. “Somebody needed to, but you did. You saw someone who needed your help, and you helped. You didn’t ask questions or complain about it. You just did it.” 
 
    She was trying to figure out why he sounded so quietly serious about it “I just did what anybody would do.” 
 
    “No, Paige,” he said, and his voice dropped deeper into the intensity. “They wouldn’t. Not everybody. Most people are so wrapped up in themselves, they wouldn’t even notice.” 
 
    “I…” she started to protest, to shrug that away. 
 
    “And you’re like that with everybody,” he continued. “Because it’s who you are. Your gentleness, your compassion, your kindness. That’s what keeps showing me… It’s not an act with you. You’re not trying to impress me or anybody else with it. You… it’s just who you… are. And every time I see it, every time I’m with you, it’s not that I want you to be like that for me, although you always have been. It’s more that…” His gaze yanked across the grass away from her for a second before dropping to his hands and coming back up to her. “I want to be like that. I want to learn how to be like that, like you are. Just out there, you know, fearless about being there for other people. Being around you makes me want to be a better me, but I don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    Her gaze touched him with softness she had never known was a part of her. It slid up before falling back to his eyes. “You are like that, Nels. You’re kind and sweet and gentle. That’s what made me… That’s…” She ducked, trying to get all the honest words to line up right. “When you were coming over to the house, long before we ever… You would always say hi to me, always acknowledge me, even though I was just the little sister nobody else even knew was around.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but that’s…” 
 
    “It’s the same thing,” she said, and she brushed her hair back. “That night, with the little girl, I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know what to do about it. But you did. You always do.” 
 
    He laughed and put his gaze back down on his hands. “I’m just really good at winging it.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she said softly. “Nelson.” Her hand fell to his shin so he would look up at her although he really didn’t. “You have such a good heart. You care so much about so many people.” 
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    “You do. I’ve seen it. With me. With the guys. With Taylor. With Lauren even. Okay, maybe you don’t always know what you’re doing, but that doesn’t stop you. You figure out how to do it anyway—even if it’s hard, even if you don’t know exactly what to do to fix it.” 
 
    When his gaze came up to hers, it held there as hope slipped into it. “I try. I want to, but I need…” His gaze fell again, and he shook his head. It was only with great effort that he got his eyes back up to hers. “This probably sounds weird, but I really need you to show me. I need you to teach me how to fall in love with you the right way. I don’t mean like most people think of love, like… whatever. I mean real love, like you have, like you do.” 
 
    Paige’s heart fell for him, for the struggle. “Nels…” 
 
    “No, Paige. I’m serious.” Deeper and deeper into his eyes, he let her go until she was breathless from the experience. “I’m through with playing games, with all of that craziness. I don’t want to do that with you, not now, not anymore. But I need you to show me how to love you like that, how you need me to love you—not the fake stuff, not the hook-up thing, none of that. This… with you… I’m… It’s…” 
 
      
 
    Nelson put his face down on his sleeve to swipe it there. Why were the words failing him so miserably now? Now of all times when he needed them the most? He needed them to explain to her, to get her to hear him, to get her to understand how desperate he was to never mess this up with her. 
 
    “Nels.” Her serene voice slipped over to him, but he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t look at her with the tumult of emotions coursing through him like this. It was just too much, and he didn’t want to put on an act with her anymore. He didn’t want to be anything but real. 
 
    Then he felt her move, sliding closer to him until she was right next to him, the outside of her thigh barely touching his. When she reached up to touch his face, he almost jerked away because it jarred loose everything that was still nailed down in him.  
 
    “Nelson,” Paige said like the whisper of an angel in the midst of a dream. “Nelson, look at me.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure he could and stay in one piece, but one thing he knew now was that he really could trust her with every broken, cracked, and shattered piece inside him. Lifting his gaze to hers, every part of him registered how close she was, holding him gently not only with her hand on his face but with her eyes as well. He gasped inwardly at all that unleashed within him, and although he wanted to ask, he couldn’t get a single sound past the rushing beat of his heart. 
 
    “Like this,” she said, and with the softest of smiles dancing in her eyes, she leaned toward him. For one more breath, he watched in exquisite fascination as she loved him fully with only the gentleness of her eyes. Then, they fell closed, and he yanked backward, meeting up with the tree. 
 
    He hadn’t meant this, hadn’t meant for her to… 
 
    Like she felt his terror, understood it, and embraced even it, her hand slid from his face around until it cupped the back of his head. It tugged him forward toward her.  
 
    “It’s all right, Nels,” she said, breathing the words. “I won’t let you fall. I promise.” 
 
    Not believing he could be living this, Nelson’s eyes fell closed. He knew life would never be the same for him, for her, for them. And then, letting go of the stranglehold he’d had on himself to keep him from jumping in too fast with her, he gave up the fight.  
 
    With that, his lips touched hers, and life spiraled away from him, disintegrating completely. In one heartbeat, his hands overtook her hold on him, sliding up the sides of her face and holding her there as one kiss became two and two became more. It was like he couldn’t get enough. Once he’d started falling, there was no way to catch himself, and just like that, he was overwhelmed by it all—the feel of her lips, the safety of her love, the intoxicating knowledge that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. 
 
    “Nels,” she said, and though soft, it was a plea. “Nels.” 
 
    Gasping at the head-spinning intensity of the rush of it all, he yanked himself back from her. How utterly pathetic was his willpower where she was concerned. “Paige, I’m sorry. That was…” 
 
    However, although she looked as overwhelmed as he felt, she didn’t look at all angry. Instead, her eyes searched his, not letting them go. “No, Nels. You don’t… you don’t have to be sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is,” he said, searching in her eyes for answers he could hardly form questions for. “I think I can handle it, being with you. I think you’re not going to do that to me, and then…” 
 
    She laughed, and the dancing was back in her eyes. “Well, that’s good. At least it’s not just me.” 
 
    Whether Nelson gathered her back into his arms or she simply settled there, he didn’t know. Either way, together once again, neither of them made another move to leave. Back in his arms, her hand drifted over him as if to assure her he was really there. He was. Slowly, gently, he stroked her hair, loving every single thing about being with her. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “sometime we’re going to have to watch all those movies you keep talking about.” 
 
    Tilting his head, he angled his gaze down at her. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. All except that ‘Eternal Spotless’ one. I think we can do without that one.” 
 
    Nelson pulled her tighter into his embrace. “It’s a date.” 
 
      
 
    When they got back to her house, Paige was still amazed this wasn’t a dream. Holding his hand, laughing with him, being with him. How was this not a dream? 
 
    “So tomorrow,” Nelson said as they sat in her driveway, the car off.  
 
    “Tomorrow,” she said, trying to be brave. Golfing? Really? Ugh. 
 
    “Listen, Paige, really, if you don’t want to…” 
 
    He was being gracious, giving her an out. Honestly, there was a part of her, the part that remembered the parental fight she’d had a front seat to witness the night of Nelson’s graduation, that told her to take his generosity and not ask questions. However, if they were going to be together, somehow, she had to get past her distrust of his parents, namely his father, who still intimidated her to no end.  
 
    “What time should I be ready?”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Although it made sense to question all of it, Nelson chose not to. At her door the night before, he’d kissed her like he’d wanted to ever since he’d first gotten in that car to drive away from her to Seattle. And today with the morning just breaking over the horizon, he was back in that driveway once again. His only wish was that today would be the start of something truly amazing and not the end of the dream he’d finally found with her.  
 
    Before he even got the doorbell rung, she came slipping out, and the sight jumpstarted his heart.  
 
    “Good morning,” he said as he put his hand around her back, loving how that simple gesture felt to his spirit. 
 
    “Morning.” She let him wrap her all the way beside him. “Sorry. Mom and Dad are still sleeping.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” His gaze traveled up her and back down to her eyes.  
 
    “So do people really get up this early just to go out there and hit a little ball around all day?” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “Apparently bright and early are the best tee-times.” 
 
    “Tea times?” she asked as he took her hand. “I thought we were going golfing.” 
 
    His smile radiated from him. “You don’t know much about golfing, do you?” 
 
    “Well, now I know about tea time. So, do they have scones or Danish with the tea?” 
 
    Depositing her in the seat, Nelson shut her door and looked up at the sky. “This should be interesting.” 
 
      
 
    Other than the looming meeting with the parents, Paige truly felt like this was the best morning of her life. He was here, and they were together. What more could she ask for? 
 
    At the club, however, her nerves seemed to find her though she hadn’t even been aware they were missing until she got out of the car. 
 
    “Oh, there they are,” Nelson said, grabbing her hand before she had the chance to acclimate herself to the imminent meeting. 
 
    “O… kay.” 
 
    The farther they went across the lot, the tighter the nerves twined around her until by the time they got to the little cross-over SUV, her whole body was stiff with them. 
 
    “There they are,” his father said, and the man truly looked like half-the-size of a mountain when you got close. He was totally intimidating without even trying, and Paige instinctively ducked behind Nelson. She didn’t really feel like getting thrown into the volcano as a human sacrifice this morning though she sensed that’s what was coming. 
 
    “Dad,” Nelson said, taking his hand from hers to shake his father’s. “Janet.” He leaned in for a quick hug and a side-kiss from his former stepmother. Then he stepped back next to Paige and put his hand at her back. “You remember Paige.” 
 
    How she didn’t pass out right there, Paige didn’t know, but disappearing altogether seemed far preferable to this. 
 
    “Paige,” Janet said, and it was difficult to accurately read the happiness in her voice. Was that for real or just a really good imitation of real? Everything always seemed so tightly wound with the image with them. “We’re so glad you could come.” 
 
    “Th-thanks for inviting me.” Instead of reaching out to them, Paige ducked halfway into Nelson and wound a stray strand of hair over her ear. Why hadn’t she thought to put it up? With any kind of a breeze, this was going to be misery. 
 
    “It’s… it’s nice to have you,” Nelson’s dad said, his gaze staying on her so that she felt like she might be melted into a puddle of mush by it right there. 
 
    “I’m…” She looked at Nelson for help, but his face looked nearly as freaked out as she felt. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay,” his father said after another beat. “Nels, I borrowed Matt’s clubs for you. I think they should work f-fine.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Great.” 
 
    “Paige,” Janet said, appraising her. “Did you bring your clubs?” 
 
    “Clubs?” Paige asked, her eyes going wide. “I didn’t… I don’t… really.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nelson said as he came out of the back of the vehicle with a large bag on his shoulder. “Paige really doesn’t play. She’s just… She came along…” 
 
    “I hope that’s okay,” Paige said, suddenly realizing her colossal mistake. She shouldn’t have come, shouldn’t have accepted, should have made an adequate excuse to get herself out of this. She was going to embarrass him and make everything awkward. 
 
    “D-don’t worry,” his dad said with a grin. “We j-just play l-like we know what we’re doing.” He leaned toward her. “You’ll be f-fine.” 
 
    Huddling into herself, Paige nodded, wholly unsure just how to take that. He sounded almost… like he was making a joke. But was it at her expense or not? She couldn’t tell. 
 
    “We’d better get in,” Janet said, guiding her own bag which was on rollers. “We don’t want to miss our tee-time.” 
 
    When Nelson reached for her hand, Paige gladly grabbed on. She had no idea what was coming next, but the last thing she wanted to do was inadvertently get lost. As they followed his parents across the lot, Nelson smiled down at her and shrugged. She couldn’t tell just what that meant—good, bad, or what. All she knew was that so far, no one had yelled, and Nelson hadn’t called the whole thing off. Might not be a lot, but it was something. 
 
    Inside the little building, she picked a spot by the clothing racks where Nelson let her hand go, and there, she stood stock still not wanting to make any false move. No way was she going to do anything that might push this shaky thing in a bad direction, and every move she made seemed destined to do just that. Her gaze slipped around to the racks of clothing as she worked to get and keep her nerves under wraps. 
 
    “All set,” his father said as the three of them came back over to her. “I got t-two carts.” He handed one set of keys to Nelson. “J-just don’t tell them you’re not t-twenty-one.” 
 
    Nelson grinned. “Deal.” Then, he slid his hand into Paige’s. “We’ll see you out there.” 
 
    Into the not-quite-warm-yet sunshine they went, and though it was bright, it was doing nothing to heat anything. Paige pulled her tiny jacket closer as they got to a cart, and Nelson put his clubs in the back. 
 
    “You want to drive or you want me to?” he asked as if her driving was a real option. 
 
    “Oh, you better. I don’t know where we’re going.” 
 
    He laughed at that even as he got in behind the wheel. “If you can count, you really can’t get too lost.” 
 
    Still, she thought getting in the other side, this would be far safer. As he started out and headed to the little trail behind his parents, Paige willed herself to not make this hopelessly awkward. “So, how long has it been since you’ve been golfing?” 
 
    “Uh, about eight years, I think, so this should be interesting.” 
 
    This. This was much better. Just talking to him as if this was just normal. If she just focused on him and his life, hers didn’t feel nearly so off-kilter. “Oh? Why’d you quit?” 
 
    Nelson glanced her way. “Dad and Cindy broke up. Cindy was the reason I went in the first place.” 
 
    “Cindy. Your second mom.” 
 
    “Third if you count Ashley, who I don’t even really remember, so I’m not sure if she counts or not.” 
 
    They arrived at the little Hole 1 sign, and he stopped and put the thing in park. 
 
    “Well, here goes nothing.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long, and Paige acclimated to her role of sitting in the golf cart, waiting for them each to hit the ball before Nelson came back, put the club away and drove to the next spot. In fact, it only took two holes for her to start wondering about this strange game. Sure, her father watched it on television once in a great while, but she’d never had cause to actually bother to figure out what any of it meant. 
 
    “So why do you and your dad hit it from back there?” she asked as only the two men hit it, and they drove forward to where Janet would take a turn. 
 
    “It’s called driving,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Right. You’re driving… we’re driving, and now we’re stopping so Janet can hit it.” 
 
    “No,” Nelson said when they stopped. “The first hit is called a drive. It’s the longest hit of a hole. Women typically can’t drive it as far, so they have their own tee box.” 
 
    “Tea box?” she asked, “Yeah, speaking of which, I thought you said we were going to have tea when we got here.” 
 
    Nelson shook his head and smiled. “No, not tea.” He laughed. “I thought you were kidding about that.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Tea,” he said though that helped Paige about nil. “It’s tee. T.E.E. Not T.E.A. It’s not what you drink, it’s what you do. You tee a shot up.” 
 
    Janet got back in the cart ahead of them, and they started forward once again. 
 
    “Tee,” Paige said, testing the word. 
 
    “Yeah. Tee. Like you tee something up? You put the ball on a tee?” Nelson looked over at her. “No?” 
 
    Paige shook her head. “Sorry. I told you I’ve never done this before.” 
 
    He let out a breath. “Okay. Well, it’s pretty simple really. On the drive…” 
 
    “The first hit?” 
 
    “Right. You put the ball on a tee.” He reached into his pocket and produced a small wooden peg and held it up to her. 
 
    “Hey, we used to play with these at my grandma’s.” She took the thing from him and held it up. “We put it in a little peg board and you jumped the other person’s. But we called them pegs, not tees.” 
 
    He pulled up behind his father’s cart and got out to retrieve his club. “Well, out here, they’re called tees.” 
 
    “Oh, here,” she said, holding the tee out to him as he headed off to take his next shot. 
 
    Turning, he winked at her. “I don’t need it on this one. Besides, you keep it. That one’s yours now.” 
 
    As he went over to his ball, which was in the middle of a large grassy area, Paige sat back, watching him and looking at the tee. It was hers now. Somehow that made her feel special although she couldn’t quite explain exactly why. 
 
    It didn’t take long and he was back, replacing his club and sliding into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “So you drive off a tee,” Paige said, holding the little peg up. “And then you just keep hitting the thing until you get it in the hole?” 
 
    With a smile, he shrugged. “Something like that. Although that sounds way simpler than it feels a lot of times.” 
 
    “Well, you look like you’re doing good so far.” 
 
    “I’m not Tiger, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Tiger?” she asked as he stopped again and got out. “Like at the zoo? Oh, wait. Woods. You mean Tiger Woods, the golfer.” 
 
    Coming around to her side, he was suddenly right next to her, leaning there only inches away. “You’re amazing, you know that?” And with no warning, he laid his lips on hers for one brief kiss. “Be right back.” 
 
    As he strode away, golf club over his shoulder, Paige held onto the peg and let out a breath. “Okay. I’ll… be right here.” 
 
      
 
    They were on what Nelson called the back nine when he got back in the cart from hitting it onto what he’d explained was the green. It was a round place where the grass was much shorter. In approximately the center of it, was the hole with a flag stuck out of it. 
 
    “You want to try?” Nelson asked as he got his club out of the back. He came around and right next to where she sat as his parents got out of their cart ahead of them. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Paige said quickly. “I don’t… No. It’s… it’s fine.” 
 
    “Come on,” he said as he took her hand, and oh, what that hand did to her resolve to hang onto sensible and reasonable. 
 
    “No, Nelson, really. I don’t… This… I’m not…” 
 
    “Come on,” he said, tugging on her. “One time.” 
 
    “Nels…” she tried again even as he pulled her gently but firmly from the seat. “No. I really don’t… You…. This isn’t…” But he didn’t seem to be listening. In fact, he veritably pulled her all the way across the grass to where his parents were each taking their shots at the little hole. “Seriously,” she hissed at Nelson. “Nelson. I don’t know how to do this.” 
 
    At that moment both of the adults looked over and smiled at her. All Paige wanted to do was disappear. 
 
    “Come on,” Nelson said, seemingly heedless of her protests, and he pulled her around him so she was basically folded underneath the shadow of his body. “Now,” he said right in her ear, and that’s all it took for heat to flood her whole being. What was he doing? They were standing right there watching. “Put this hand here.” He took one of her hands and wrapped it around the grip of the club. “Good. Now, take this one and put it here. Yeah, just like that. Good.” 
 
    He was so close, she could feel the warmth of his breath right next to her hair, and the feel of him surrounding her was not making thinking straight at all easy. 
 
    “Like this?” she asked, licking her lips because they were suddenly bone dry. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s good. Okay, now you want to hit it, not hard, but more than just a tap.” 
 
    She swung the club like she’d seen them do, but trying not to hit it hard, she barely hit it at all. The ball rolled only a few inches forward and stopped. “Ugh.” She started to turn to hand him the thing back, but he didn’t give her the chance. 
 
    “No, now, come one. One more,” he said, nudging her forward. “Try it a little harder this time.” 
 
    “Nels…” 
 
    “No, come on, Paige, you can do it. Try it again.” 
 
    Not seeing how to get out of it now that the others were just standing there watching them, Paige buried her protests and did as she was instructed. 
 
    “Better,” he said, appraising her when she hit it that time. “Now, you just need to get a little better stance. You’ve got to balance it out.” He bent and moved one of her feet to the side. “Like that. Good. Now, wait. Hang on. You’re at kind of a funky angle.” At that moment, he came behind her and put his hands on her hips, and Paige nearly jumped out of her skin. 
 
    “Nels,” she gasped, swinging back to him in shock. 
 
    “What? I’m trying to help you out here. You’ve got to get square with it,” he said as if he wasn’t enjoying this immensely, which she could tell he was though he was doing his best to look all business. However, the twinkle in his eye gave that away, and the wink was worse. “Okay. Good. Better. Yeah. Like that. Okay. Square it up. Good stance. Now don’t kill it, just a nice, gentle stroke.” 
 
    Why did it feel like the entire world was watching her? Paige hit the ball, and it rolled all the way to within just a few inches of the hole. 
 
    “Perfect,” Nelson said. “That was awesome. Now just tap it in.” 
 
    Standing over the little ball, Paige swallowed at the craziness of her life. How was she out here playing golf of all things? Thankfully, the little ball cooperated and went into the hole. She’d never been more grateful for anything in her life. 
 
    “There you go. See that wasn’t so hard. Awesomeness. Bring on the green jacket,” Nelson said as he retrieved the ball from the hole and tossed in the air before catching it and throwing his arm around her to take her back to the cart. 
 
    “Nice one, Paige,” Janet called as they all headed back over to the carts. 
 
    “Thanks,” Paige said. Back at their cart, he let her go to replace the club. She slid into the seat and waited for him to join her. 
 
    “Good job,” he said when he got in, and he leaned over to her. The wicked little twinkle was back in his eyes. “That was fun.” 
 
    The ornery boyishness of his grin sent her self-consciousness flying off the charts. In fact, this rush of heat set her cheeks to such a flame that Paige felt it with no problem. She reached over and swatted at him even as she fought to stop herself from blushing uncontrollably, which wasn’t working at all. “You are terrible.” She pointed at him as he laughed. “That was so not funny.” 
 
    “What?” he asked innocently. “You act like I was making a move on you or something.” 
 
    “A move… A move? Yeah,” She wound her arms in front of herself and laughed with barely a breath. “I can’t believe you just did that. And in front of your parents too? Really?” 
 
    “What?” Nelson asked, enjoying this far more than he should be. “I was just showing you how to putt.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Is that what they call it these days? Well, how ‘bout I make a move on you with them watching and see how you like it, Mister.” 
 
    “Ooo.” He grinned over at her wickedly. “Now that I’d like to see.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet you would.” 
 
    As the cart rolled to a stop at the next tee box, Paige swatted his shoulder again. “You are hopeless. You hear me? You’re hopeless, Nelson Samuels.” 
 
    Bouncing his eyebrows at her, he grinned. “If you want, I can teach you to drive.” And before she could react, he jumped out and headed for the back. 
 
    “Drive. You… Hm.” She shook her head as she watched him walk over by his father. “You keep that up, you’re gonna think drive.” 
 
      
 
    Knowing he was playing with fire and enjoying it immensely, Nelson teed the ball up and took a good, long look at the fairway. Straight for 75 yards or so and then a sharp dog-leg right. Easy enough. 
 
    “Paige really seems nice,” his father said, and Nelson nodded at that. 
 
    “Yep. She’s pretty great.” 
 
    His father nodded. “I’m really glad you two came with us today.” 
 
    Righting his grip on the club, Nelson angled it down to the ball.  
 
    “You seem really happy together.” 
 
    Nelson couldn’t argue with that. “That we are. That we are.” He hit the ball true, and it sailed perfectly down the fairway. 
 
    “Nice,” his father said, appraising the shot.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Watching for a second as his father teed his ball up, Nelson chanced a glance behind him at her back in the cart watching them. Great hardly did her justice. Heart-stopping. Amazing. So easy to be with it should be illegal. How had he gotten so lucky? 
 
    The ball sailed nicely and landed just beyond Nelson’s. 
 
    “Nice shot, Dad.” 
 
    His father smiled at that. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Coming back, Nelson put the club in the bag in the back and got in, working the pedals and the wheel like he was an expert at this. Paige watched him, thinking how very relaxed he seemed out here. Far more so than she would have thought he would be, and she wondered at that. 
 
    “Hm,” she started, trying to figure out how and if she should ask. “You like to golf, huh?” 
 
    He shrugged with a tip of his head. “Never really thought about it. It’s something to do I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you… I mean, out there, you’re all, ‘Get a good stance. Watch your angle.’ I mean, you sound like you should be a golf coach or something.” 
 
    That dragged his spirit down a peg, and she was suddenly sorry she’d asked. 
 
    “I took lessons for about two years when I was like eleven.” 
 
    Never moving from the cart, they watched Janet’s drive. It barely went as far as the other two had. 
 
    “But you didn’t stick with it?” Paige asked, trying hard to fit this piece with all the others she knew about him. 
 
    He shrugged. “I think Dad wanted me to, but I just didn’t get into it, you know? I mean, it was cool being outside for a while, but give me a piano any day. And then, I don’t know, they broke up, and that was pretty much the end of golf for me.” 
 
    Paige shook her head and looked out to where Janet and his father were laughing at something. “That must’ve been tough—having your whole life so defined by his.” A moment and she looked over at him. “Never really having a say when one thing started and another ended.” 
 
    The smile was forced and hard. “Yeah, well, you can do a lot of things when you don’t have a choice.” 
 
    As the game continued, Paige watched him closer than maybe she ever had. It was that air of confidence that she’d fallen for at first that had her believing one thing when the truth was something else entirely. He talked to his father like there was nowhere else he would rather be, and he played like he’d grown up on a golf course. But how much of that was an act? An act because he had to, because they wanted him to? An act to get them off his back about spending time with them? She remembered from before how he had said how if he placated them enough, eventually, they would forget about him again for a while. He was good at that. Placating. Pretending. Wearing the mask. 
 
    “You know what?” Paige asked when they pulled up to the green on the 17th hole, “I think I’m going to try this again.” And with that, she was out of the cart. 
 
    “Seriously?” He looked more than a little surprised as he met her at the back. “I thought….” 
 
    “This one?” She pulled one of the clubs she’d seen him use out. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said with a laugh, stopping her. “That’s the driver.” He took it from her and put it back before retrieving the correct one. “This is the putter.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” she said, whimsically wiggling her head at him. “I was just testing you.” Taking it from him, she tapped him on the head with the side you didn’t hold. 
 
    “Ow. Watch it.” He rubbed his head as she turned and he hustled to catch up to her. “You really should be more careful with that thing.” 
 
    “Guess you should be careful how close you stand,” she said, and she bounced her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, still holding that spot on his head. 
 
    “Now. It was something about getting your stance right.” 
 
      
 
    She was teasing him. Nelson knew it, but he had no idea what to do about it. He glanced over at his dad and Janet who were not being overly subtle about watching them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said, appraising her from five feet away. “You want… You want to watch your approach to the ball...” He exhaled because she was doing so many things wrong, and he had no clue if she was doing that on purpose to make him crazy or if she really needed help. 
 
    “Like this?” she asked as she swung the club with no form to it at all.  
 
    “No, you…” Finally he gave up and went closer. “Okay. Put your hands. Your… Like this.” He tried to demonstrate, but because of the angle he was to her, it made the explanation basically pointless. 
 
    “Like this?” she asked, and she repositioned her hands on the grip. 
 
    “Kind of… Yeah. No. Like…”  
 
    Every time she got close to right, she would move her hands again. 
 
    “Here. You want me to show you?” he finally asked, putting his hands on his hips. 
 
    “If you want.” 
 
    Truly, he was starting to fear for his life over this, but keeping them waiting wasn’t the best idea in the whole world. So he went over to her and put his hands on her waist to turn her. “First, you have to have a good angle.” 
 
    “Good angle. Right,” she said like a drill sergeant. 
 
    “And then, you’ve got to widen your stance a little bit. Not a lot, just a little.” 
 
    Swaying right in front of him, she reset her feet, and the breeze picked up the soft scent of her perfume and sent her hair skittering. She picked her head up and tossed her hair back, right into him. Nelson did his best to not think this was a move though at this point, he couldn’t be rightly sure about that. 
 
    “Now, you want to control your back swing. Don’t kill it. Just tap it.” His gaze was now on her, watching her hair dance in the breeze across her shoulders. If she didn’t hit that ball soon, he wasn’t going to be responsible for his actions. 
 
    She swayed once more and sent the ball rolling. 
 
    “Nice one,” his father said across the way, and Nelson swallowed to get his attention back on the game just as the ball rolled twice more and fell right into the hole. 
 
    “Yes!” And just like that she spun, very nearly hitting him with the putter, before jumping into his arms. “I did it.” 
 
    Did they have to be on a public golf course? That was unfair in so many, many ways. Nelson let go of her, but the feeling of being with her didn’t move. He watched as she traipsed across the green to retrieve the ball, and reaching up, he scratched his ear. If she was going to be like this from now on, he was in serious trouble. 
 
    Back to the cart they went, hand-in-hand because she took his when she went by him. Once back, Paige put the club into the bag and hopped into the cart. Following because there was literally no other choice, Nelson got in as well.  
 
    “Well, I guess all those golfing lessons paid off after all,” she said with a grin. 
 
    That was one way to look at it. 
 
    “So what other lessons did you take?” she asked as he headed after the other cart. “Dancing? Racquetball? Archery?” 
 
    “Yeah, archery. I don’t think so. You with a bow and arrow? Bad idea. I’ve seen you with a golf club now.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” She grinned. “I’m just trying to keep you on your toes. Is it working?” 
 
    Pulling up to the final tee box, Nelson parked the thing. “I’m going to live to regret this, aren’t I?” 
 
    “What?” she asked in shocked innocence. “This was your idea.” 
 
    She was right. It was. And now, she was trying to make the best of things for his sake even if he was sure it was all an act now. 
 
    “You want to try driving?” he asked, knowing he should at least offer. 
 
    Her eyebrows went up. “The ball or the cart?” 
 
    That made him smile. “Your choice.” 
 
    “I think we’re safer with the cart,” she said, and he loved her smile when it was genuine. 
 
    “You’re probably right. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning.” 
 
      
 
    They finished off the last hole, and truthfully Paige had to admit the day hadn’t been half-bad. At least not for her. Nelson’s assessment, however, was anybody’s guess.  
 
    Back at the clubhouse, she was once again hanging out in the clothing section, doing her level best not to touch anything or otherwise draw attention to herself when none other than Janet came over. 
 
    Instantly nerves attacked Paige so holding onto logical thoughts became a real issue. She reached up and twined her finger into her hair as she half-turned to inspect a wall rack of white fitted tops. She wasn’t interested in them, but they were far better than facing the alternative.  
 
    Coming up next to her, Janet slid the clothing on the rack there back and forth as if sorting for her size. A second more and she gave up the search or the pretense, one of the two.  
 
    “Hm.” Right next to Paige, Janet crossed her arms, and Paige knew this was bad, bad, bad. She hadn’t thought her behavior too far off the mark, but then again, what did she know about golfing or outings with parents or golf clubhouses?  
 
    “Paige,” Janet said, her voice soft enough that only the two of them could have heard it. 
 
    “Oh. H-hi,” Paige said as if she hadn’t seen the woman standing there. She would have used Janet’s formal title, but she had no earthly idea what that might even be at this point. The last thing she wanted was to offend the woman who already looked on the verge of excommunicating her from ever spending another minute with their family, not to even mention their son. But did she have the power to do that now? Paige wasn’t sure, and she definitely didn’t want to find out. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you,” Janet said, “I really appreciate you coming out with us today. It’s nice to see Nelson like this for a change.” 
 
    Like this. Like this. What did that mean? “Hm.” Paige nodded. “It was fun.” 
 
    “Well, just between you and me, I’m really happy the two of you are together again. I know how hard Nelson leaving must have been on you. I just wanted to say, thanks for giving him another chance. He’s really a great guy.” 
 
    Wide-eyed, Paige nodded. “Yeah. He is.” 
 
    “We’re ready when you two are,” his father said from right behind Paige, and she jumped a foot. Spinning, she found Nelson there, directly behind his dad. It seemed like a million miles away. 
 
    “Uh, hm. Thanks… thanks for having me,” Paige said to Mr. Samuels, knowing she should be gracious but also feeling the lack of oxygen that had shown up with his arrival. 
 
    The man smiled like he’d just won an award. “Thanks for coming with us, Paige. You’re welcome any time. Isn’t that right, Nelson?” 
 
    “Right,” his son said. “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson was bouncing somewhere between concern for her and concern for what he would do when she told him he wasn’t worth this. As he walked with her to his car, he put his hand out, near but not on her back. Once there, he helped her in and shut her door before running around to his side. 
 
    He got in but did not start the car. They needed to talk, and he needed to say something now or he would surely lose his nerve. “So how bad was that?” 
 
    Surprise came to her face as she looked at him. “It wasn’t…” Then panic flooded her eyes. “Was it? Oh, my gosh. I’m sorry, Nels. Really. I am. I just… I tried. It’s just I’ve never been golfing before.” 
 
    Only then did he catch how off-kilter she was—not because of him but because she thought her effort wasn’t enough. “Paige…” 
 
    “No, Nels. Really. I’m sorry. I know how important this was to you.” 
 
    “Paige,” he said, trying again. 
 
    “I just… I didn’t know how to be, you know? You are so… and I’m so… Oh, man. This is just all…” 
 
    “Paige, Paige, please. Stop. Okay? Stop.” 
 
    She fell into a heart-sickening silence, gaze down as if she was atoning for some horrible sin. Gently because he didn’t want to hurt her any more than he already had, he put his fingers under her chin and lifted her gaze to his. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, never having meant any words more. “For going with me today, and keeping me in one piece. You…” He ducked and shook his head. “You have no idea what that means to me.” His gaze came back up to hers, and he saw the tears deep in her eyes that never really reached the surface. “Come here.” 
 
    Sliding into his arms, she wrapped her arm up and around his. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry my life is such a mess.” 
 
    “It’s not a mess,” she said, pulling back as she sniffed. “I just… I don’t know how to be with them, with you with them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, join the club.” With a sigh, he dropped his gaze to between them. “I know that was weird, and I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “No, Nels,” she said, putting her hand on his face. “It’s my fault. It is. You knew what you were doing. I didn’t, and I…” 
 
    “Was there for me anyway,” he finished for her. “You were there for me, just like you always are. Whether you know how or not, whether you’re comfortable with it or not, whether it’s going to cost you to be there or not. You’re always, always there for me.” He took her hands in his. “No one’s ever been there like that, like you have, like you are. You… When I’m with you, I feel safe. Safe to be myself. Safe to do things I know aren’t going to be easy, things I really don’t even want to do. But when I’m with you, I just… I know it’s all going to be okay.” His gaze grabbed a hold of hers. “Don’t ever apologize for that, okay?” Lifting her hands, he kissed them even as he held her eyes. “Okay?” 
 
    Wordlessly, Paige nodded. She was finding it difficult to not crumble into the mess of tears she’d been fighting the whole morning. Carefully, she let out a breath. “Is it… Do you think they were okay with it?” 
 
    In confusion, he tilted his head. “They? Dad and Janet?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Honestly, it was hard to tell with them, so he just shrugged and drew her into his embrace. “To be honest with you, I really don’t care about them right now.” He kissed her head. “As long as you’re okay, that’s all that matters to me.” 
 
    With a breath of relief, she put her hand on his chest. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Her gaze came up to his. “Now I am.” 
 
    And with that, he kissed her tenderly so she would know how deeply grateful he had become for the simple, extraordinary gift of her presence in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    On Sunday Nelson ate with Wes and Lauren. Thankfully, they didn’t grill him too much about his dates with Paige though Lauren did say she was going over to Paige’s after lunch. Nelson was glad for that. One thing he had learned was the value of maintaining friendships even in the tumult of life.  
 
    With that thought trailing him, he called LJ when he got back to Janet’s. LJ apologized again for busting in on Nelson’s date, but Nelson just laughed that off.  
 
    “So how’s Yoli?” Nelson asked when they had discussed all things Paige. 
 
    “Good, I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?” Nelson asked, hearing the note of uncertainty. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just that we haven’t seen each other since we left Northwestern in May. She’s with her peeps, and I’m with mine. That four hour drive is starting to feel like a million.” 
 
    Nelson sighed. He knew that feeling really well. “Not that it’s any of my business, but you do know you could plan a weekend or something. Hey, you could go golfing.” 
 
    “That ain’t even funny, my friend,” LJ said. “No, she’s busy with working at her uncle’s restaurant, and I’m busy being go-for for mine.” 
 
    That hurt Nelson’s heart. He loved those two almost like they were part of his own family. “So, would you go, if you could get off?” 
 
    “Probably, but I’m not holding my breath. Besides, who’s got time for a love life when you’re worried about paying for next semester? No. It is what it is. I’m just hoping August hurries up.” 
 
      
 
    “We ate lunch with Nelson today,” Lauren said as the two of them walked the mall. Neither had a reason to be there, but sitting around doing nothing didn’t sound like loads of fun either. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Paige curled her hand up to her other elbow and wrapped the other hand up to her neck. Nelson. Great. Just what I didn’t want to talk about. Of course, that wasn’t fair. Lauren had, after all, just gotten back. And of course, she would wonder at the tectonic shift that had occurred in her best friend’s life while she was gone. That didn’t negate the fact that Paige would’ve preferred not to talk about it at all. 
 
    “After church,” Lauren clarified. “He goes with us now.” 
 
    “Yeah, he said that.” 
 
    Step, step, step they walked, and Paige glanced into one of the store windows. She hadn’t told Lauren much about her new relationship with Nelson. Just why, she wasn’t sure, but her heart hitched every time she thought about putting it all into words. 
 
    “You know, you could go with us sometime,” Lauren said. “That’d be cool with us. Or you could just come eat with us afterward. I’m sure the guys wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    Paige nodded slowly. “Maybe sometime. I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
    Walking without more, Lauren finally sighed. “Okay, I don’t want to pry here, but… What is up with you? I went away, and you two weren’t together. I come back, and all of a sudden you are. Not that I think that’s a bad thing, because it’s so not. And not that you have to tell me everything either because you don’t. I just… I thought this would be a good thing, you know? You being back together with Nelson. Why do I get the feeling that it’s not?” 
 
    Sighing, Paige shook her head. “No, it is. It totally is. It’s just that…” 
 
    They made it to the food court and sat without bothering to get anything to eat. “Just what, P? What is going on with you?” 
 
    Her gaze stayed stuck on the table as she thought it all through. “Remember when you and Wes were first getting together, and he was all keeping his distance?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Friends. That’s what he kept saying. You were friends, and he didn’t want to mess that up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” Lauren said, and there was a note of annoyance. “More than you can possibly know.” 
 
    “I just… What is that? That whole friend zone thing?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s like you can be friends or you can be in a relationship, but you can’t be both.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lauren said. “Where is this coming from?” 
 
    “It’s… It’s just… You asked me that one time about the butterflies.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “And I’ve thought about it, you know? How I didn’t feel them with Greg. I wanted to, but I didn’t. But I feel them with Nelson.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s a good thing, right?” 
 
    Paige shook her head. “It’s a scary thing.” 
 
    “Scary. Explain that.” 
 
    “Nelson… Nelson is…” 
 
    Lauren wound her hands around and around as if trying to draw more words out of her friend. “Nelson is…” 
 
    “Complicated,” Paige finally admitted with a sigh. “Nelson is complicated.” 
 
    “Okay? Explain that.” 
 
    Shaking her head again, Paige closed her eyes. “We went yesterday to play golf with his parents. Well, with his dad and Janet.” 
 
    “Right. You said that.” 
 
    “And it was fun… Well, kind of fun anyway.” 
 
    “Kind of fun? What does that mean?” 
 
    Without moving it, Paige shook her head. “I just don’t know who to be with them, you know? I don’t know how to be. I mean, I don’t know if they blame me for Nelson coming back. I can’t tell if they really like me because they like me or if they really don’t like me and are telling him he should find someone else but they’re really good actors about it when I’m around.” 
 
    “Someone…? You think they’re saying that? That he shouldn’t be with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know what to think. It’s like when I’m with them, I’m on some kind of stage, and if I mess up, the truth is going to come out.” 
 
    “The truth? What truth?” 
 
    “That I’m not good enough for Nelson.” 
 
    “Whoa. Wait a minute. Hold up there. You’re not good enough? Where did that come from?” 
 
    But Paige just shook her head. “You didn’t see them, before… When we went out with them to that fancy-smancy restaurant. And his dad was all like, ‘Nelson is so fantastic, where did he find you?’” 
 
    “He did not say that.” 
 
    “He might as well have.” 
 
    “And then after graduation, they were all like ‘Smile! Say cheese for the camera!’ And then we went back to Nelson’s for him to change, and they came in having this massive fight. I mean, how can it be both? How can they be one way and that so not be what’s really going on?” 
 
    Lauren acknowledged that. “I’ve actually kind of wondered about that. I mean, I thought they were divorced. He’d moved to Atlanta, and now it’s like he’s back all the time. What is up with that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and then we’re out there on the golf course, and Nelson is just…” 
 
    “Just…?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to read him, you know? I don’t… I can’t quite figure out who he needs me to be, who he wants me to be when we’re with them.” 
 
    “I think he just wants you to be you.” 
 
    “But being me, that didn’t go over so well last time.” 
 
    “Paige, I don’t think that was because of you.” 
 
    “It feels like it was.” 
 
    “Oh, honey. You and I both know that Nelson and his family have issues. That doesn’t mean it’s your fault.” 
 
    “I know,” Paige said, but she sure didn’t sound like she believed that even to herself. “I just… I’m afraid to mess this up again. I thought it would be easy to find someone else, to be with them, like they were interchangeable or something. But they’re not. There’s nobody else like Nelson, and if I do something to lose him again…” 
 
    Lauren let out a breath. “Do you really think that would happen? That he would just leave again?” 
 
    Holding down the tears, Paige shrugged. “He did it once. What if he finds something else, some other dream, some other thing, and I don’t fit into that?” 
 
    The breath Lauren exhaled was filled with unspeakable concern. She put her hands across the table and onto the one Paige didn’t have wrapped around herself.  
 
    “And I feel so stupid, you know?” Paige swiped at the stupid tears in her eyes. “I feel like I’m being such a drama queen about all of it. I mean, it’s his life. He’s got a right to live it the way he wants to. He could be gone tomorrow, and what could I even do about it?” 
 
    “P,” Lauren said gently, “I know you have every right to have doubts, and I’m no expert with any of this. But I also know with Wes, we have to talk about things. I used to think that when you were in a relationship, everything was just supposed to… happen. You fell in love, and boom, you were like on the Psychic Friends Network with each other or something. But it doesn’t work like that. I know for us, we get into trouble when we don’t talk about stuff. When he’s thinking one thing and I’m thinking something else, and we just assume the other one is going the way we think we’re going.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how do you say, ‘You are really freaking me out here’?” 
 
    Lauren tipped her eyes. “Maybe you just say it. But just so you know, P, you’re not alone in not knowing how to do this. My mom told me the other day that people think relationships are either perfect or they’re wrong. If they’re not perfect, they’re wrong. But it’s not like that. It’s really not. I’m learning that relationships are just work. You find someone that you want to work with—fight with, learn with, grow with, be with—even when it’s hard. It’s not like you get together and everything’s suddenly perfect. Even Mr. Right isn’t right all the time, and neither are you or me. But I will tell you this, I’m very glad that I got lucky enough to fall for the guy who is my friend. 
 
    “You said that about the friend zone,” Lauren continued. “I don’t know. I hear people talk about that—how they friend zone the guy so having a relationship with him isn’t even an option.” Lauren shrugged and pursed her lips. “I think for me, starting with a friend has made so much difference. We are friends. We can talk about stuff—his stuff, my stuff, our stuff. It’s not like it’s all about making out and wondering all the time if he’s cheating on you or something. Like, I know last week, I was really glad when he showed up. I don’t think I would’ve asked him to do that or said he should if he would’ve asked, which he really didn’t. But it was sure nice to have him there just to hold onto.” 
 
    Paige nodded slowly. “I think that’s what I liked about Greg. He was just… there. Someone to hold onto, and I knew he wasn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    For a second Lauren simply sat, thinking about that. “This isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, it’s not going to—snap—make everything better like you probably want it to.” 
 
    “Do I want to hear this?” 
 
    However, Lauren never broke the seriousness. “Remember how Wes was before we were together?” 
 
    Laughing softly, Paige ducked, nodded, and sniffed. “Frustrating?” 
 
    Lauren laughed. “Well, that too. But he was there, you know? He was there whether I wanted him to be or not half the time.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “I know this is hard, and maybe it’s not the answer you want. And who knows? I could be completely wrong. But I think you have to see if Nelson is going to be there, see if he’s there for you when you need him to be. Not like a test or anything, but one thing I’ve learned is that the whole love at first sight thing is great. I know, for me, Wes was just… ugh… fascinating long before we got together. But I think that relationship love isn’t about he’s hot or she’s cute. It’s walking through things together, making memories together, being there for each other… together. If that makes any sense.” Lauren stopped and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m so bad at this advice thing.” 
 
    “No. No. Keep going. I think I needed this.” 
 
    For a long second, Lauren said nothing. “Falling in love for me with Wes has been different than I ever thought it would be, better in some ways, a whole lot more challenging in other ways. We’re friends first, and I think that helps. We both see that we have to work on things, at least most of the time we do anyway. But it’s not easy. I’m learning, and he’s learning too. I think you have to give yourself and the relationship some time for it to figure out if it’s something that’s going to stand up to everything that’s thrown at it, or if it crumbles when life happens.” 
 
    Paige let out a long sigh. “But what if… what if that happens? What if it crumbles when life happens? What if he’s not like Wes? What if he’s like his dad?” 
 
    “I don’t think you can know that until you know it.” 
 
    Letting her eyes go closed, Paige sighed in frustration. “Great.” 
 
    “I know. I wish it could be like those romance novels my mom used to read or the movies even. They fall in love and falling in love is the point. They say I love you. They kiss. The end. But I don’t think it works like that in real life.” 
 
    “Life on the other side of the finish line,” Paige said softly. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s just something we talked about.” 
 
    Lauren nodded. “Talking. That’s a really good place to start.” 
 
      
 
    If talking was a good place to start, Paige wasn’t sure why the mere thought of saying anything about all of it made her queasy just thinking about it. So, for the next few days, she simply was what he needed her to be. When he texted, she texted back. When he called, she talked—not about big stuff but about her day and his day and how things were going. 
 
    Of course, Paige didn’t venture into how things were really going in her head or heart. Some of it was because she didn’t know how to explain any of it. Some was because she didn’t really want to be that real with him. That felt dangerous—to her head and most especially to her heart. 
 
    So when he asked if she’d like to come over after work on Thursday to watch ‘The Greatest Showman’ with him at Janet’s, she couldn’t tell him no, but she sure did want to. Janet’s? Was that really a good idea? Worse, what if his dad would be there? Of course, she couldn’t ask that. Why did all of it have to be so complicated with him? Even seemingly random things that should be no big deal. 
 
    “I… okay?” she said with a small breath.  
 
    “Great. I can swing by right after work and get you,” Nelson said in a rush of words that drowned out her feeble thought of protest. “I should be by around 5:30 if that works.” 
 
    “Okay.” Red flags started waving madly in front of her. What was she doing say yes to this? 
 
    “Janet and I usually eat around six, so we can do that and then just chill and watch the movie.” 
 
    Chill? Somehow nothing about this screamed ‘chill’ to Paige. “Okay.” 
 
    He let out a breath of relief, which Paige heard and felt guilty for. “Great. I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Standing in front of her mirror, Paige raked her fingers through her hair. She flipped it one way, decided against that, flipped it the other way and finally just brushed it right back where she always wore it. Nelson would be here to get her any minute. She should be excited, but all she really felt was a horrible sense of nothing about her being right enough. 
 
    A glance down at her outfit, jeans and a loose-fitting teal peasant top did nothing to settle those thoughts. Finally, she heaved a sigh and shook her head at herself. “Why am I even trying?” 
 
    The frustration turned to annoyance as the doorbell rang. She grabbed her shoes, wedged heels that weren’t very comfortable nor practical. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
      
 
    It would have been nice to have time to run to Janet’s and get ready for the date, but Nelson could tell time, and time was not on his side with this one. He also considered texting her, but being late was less appealing than showing up like this. Though the longer he waited at the door, the more appealing being late seemed to become. 
 
    When Paige opened the door, Nelson knew he should have made more effort. Showing up in his work clothes when she looked like a goddess wasn’t the best idea in the whole world. 
 
    “Hey,” he said when she pushed the door open. 
 
    “Hey,” she replied with a brush to her bangs. “Sorry I didn’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    He wasn’t at all sure what she was apologizing for, but he just smiled. “No problem.” Then he looked down at himself. “Sorry, I got off late. Didn’t really have time to run back and get ready.” 
 
    However, Paige smiled one of those amazing, soft smiles that always set his heart at ease and dancing simultaneously. “Thursday night. It could be worse. We could be out dog walking.” 
 
    “True that,” he said with a grin of his own. He glanced into the house. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah. I told them where we’d be.” She stepped in front of him and he turned to shadow her down the walk. “Besides, I really can’t be out too late. I’ve got to be at work by 7:30 tomorrow.” 
 
    “Seems like that’s going around,” he said, getting in as she got in her side. Thanks to the sun, he put his sunglasses on. “I can’t believe it’s already July. I think I’m going to get whiplash from this year.” 
 
    “Me too. You know, I got to thinking, Lauren’s birthday is in a couple weeks. We should get together with them for it.” 
 
    “Get the gang all back together again. I like it.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe we’ll be headed to Tech in like six weeks,” Paige said. “Have you started looking for a place to live yet?” 
 
    “I’m thinking an apartment, but I probably better start the search now. If it’s anything like Northwestern, you’d better be on top of the housing thing, or you never know what you’re going to get.” Nelson smiled at the memory of LJ, standing with all of this stuff that first night in his dorm room. Yep, there would never be another roommate like LJ. “Are you and Lauren rooming together?” 
 
    “That’s the plan. We got our confirmations last week. McAllister. Bigger rooms but not many perks beyond that.” 
 
    “Well, at least you know your roommate. There’s no telling who I’ll end up with.” 
 
    Paige thought about that for a second. “Have you talked to Wes and Greg about it? I know they were thinking about getting some house or something. I don’t know. Greg was talking about it one time, his uncle or cousin or some guy his dad knows.” She shrugged. “Wouldn’t hurt to mention it.” 
 
      
 
    They pulled up not to a brick house with a nice yard and attached garage but instead to a much smaller house with pink siding and a funky pole carport. Paige took one look at the place and ten thousand questions went through her mind. He’d said he was staying at Janet’s, and of course, she knew he had moved out of his parents’ place in December, but this was wholly unexpected. 
 
    “Listen, Paige,” Nelson said, taking off the sunglasses and sliding them into the sun visor. “I hate to do this, but do you think it would be cool if I just washed up a little? I promise I won’t take forever.” 
 
    It would sure be helpful if she could learn to tell him no. “Oh. Yeah. That’s… that’s cool.” 
 
    “Great. Okay. Good. Janet’s home,” he said, getting out, and Paige bravely got out her side, fighting not to let the nerves take over. “So you can just hang out in the kitchen with her. It won’t take me but a couple minutes.” 
 
    She breathed down the trepidation as she followed him up the short walk. “No problem. Take your time.” 
 
    Wishing and praying for a way out of this, Paige followed him inside where they found Janet in the older kitchen.  
 
    With a pot on the stove steaming, she turned when they came in. “Oh, good you made it.” 
 
    “We did,” Nelson said. He brushed his fingers onto Paige’s, and she latched on, knowing even as she did that she would have to let go much sooner than she wanted to. “I’m just going to go wash up.” 
 
    “Oh,” Janet said, her eyes going wide. “Okay. Well, we’ll hold the fort down.” 
 
    “K.” He turned to Paige awkwardly, and his gaze found hers. As usual these days, she couldn’t quite read what was written there. “I’ll be right back.” With that, he bent and pecked the side of her head. 
 
    “I’ll be here,” she said as he let her hand go and headed off into the deeper confines of the rather small house. Putting her gaze and head down, Paige wrapped her arms at her middle and willed herself to disappear. What now? 
 
    At that moment a tiny little ball of fur came racing in, yipping for all it was worth. 
 
    “Bell-a,” Janet said, coming around the peninsula counter like a charging army, and Paige took a solid step backward. Janet scooped up the little fur ball and, scolding it the whole way, went the direction Nelson had disappeared. In seconds she was back. “Sorry about that. Bella’s a little high strung.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige breathed, wondering where the animal had been banished to. 
 
    “So, Paige,” Janet said before Paige had had the chance to come up with a spell to make herself disappear as well. “Please, make yourself at home.” 
 
    That would have been a challenge under even the best of circumstances, which these clearly weren’t. She glanced back at the little table in the small dining area. Was she supposed to sit or what? If she did, she’d be awkwardly sitting while Janet worked in the kitchen. There was just no real telling how to do this right. 
 
    “Would you like some tea?” Janet asked. 
 
    “Tea?” Paige’s heart felt like it had just gone off the first drop of a black diamond. “Uh.” All she could get through her head was her blunder with the tee times and tee box, but this wasn’t that kind of tee. At least she was pretty sure it wasn’t. “I… uhm…” 
 
    Janet smiled as she took something out of the cabinet. “I don’t really have anything very exotic. Just some green tea or…” She reached a little further back. “I do have some wild raspberry hibiscus or strawberry pomegranate.” She tipped her head as she pulled out the two little boxes. “Christmas present. Secret Santa at work one year. I don’t know. You feeling adventurous?” 
 
    Wow. What to say to that. “Uh, sure. That sounds… good.” Lovely was probably a better fit, but that might be patronizing or too formal for the actual occasion. Honestly Paige was just fighting through the fog of don’t do or say anything stupid. It wasn’t easy. 
 
    “Just checking, you’re not allergic to anything, are you?” Janet asked. “Not that it’s any of my business, but…” 
 
    “No. No. I’m not. Not that I know of anyway.” 
 
    “Okay. Good.”  
 
    But for the sounds of Janet meandering about in the kitchen, all other sounds ceased. Paige knew it was probably not wise, but she couldn’t help but look around the adjoining rooms. There were only a couple of decorations on the walls. Sparse was a good word for it. What did they call it now? Minimalist? Yes. That could be what Janet was going for with her decorating choices.  
 
    “Here you go,” the older woman said, bringing a cup over. It was one of the big kinds, beige ceramic with a large handle. The kind you would get at a country inn somewhere in Tuscany. At least that’s what Paige had always thought about such mugs, not that she knew much about them. It was more romantic ideas about places and things she had never really believed she would encounter.  
 
    At home, of course they had mugs, but they were the more conventional kind with quirky sayings on the sides. Why exactly was she thinking about this now? She didn’t remember until Janet came back over with several things in her hands.  
 
    “I don’t know what you like,” she said. “I have regular sugar, Stevia, honey… uh, lemon. Don’t know how well that will go with strawberry pomegranate though.” She put all of that on the table in front of Paige and headed back into the kitchen. “I think I have some Sweet’n’Low somewhere here, but I don’t know how good it is.” 
 
    “It’s… That’s okay. I’m… fine.” Paige looked at all of her choices, unsure of what to do. It seemed rude not to try something, but how could one know just which one wouldn’t be completely awful. 
 
    “I’m not much of a tea person myself,” Janet said, coming over without a tea cup of her own. She had barely sat down when in that moment, Janet saw her mistake. “Oh. Goodness. I completely forgot spoons.” She jumped up and brought one back, seeing then that Paige hadn’t touched any of it. “If… if you want something else…” 
 
    “No. No. That’s fine,” Paige said. Knowing she had to make a decision or she was going to stress her hostess out completely, she decided on honey. However, she forgot about honey’s penchant for being difficult to use with style or grace. It didn’t help that she was now on display again as Janet had come back over to sit down and was watching her like a hungry hawk.  
 
    Honey accomplished, Paige stirred the liquid, laid the spoon to the side, and dared to take a small sip. 
 
    “Is it… If it’s not right… I could make the other kind if you want,” Janet said in a long string of words that had Paige’s head spinning. 
 
    “No. It’s fine. This is great. Really.” To try to assuage her hostess, she lifted the cup to her lips again. Who knew what the concoction even tasted like? It wasn’t terrible, and for that, she was more than grateful.  
 
    After another few seconds, Janet went back into the kitchen. “I really hope you don’t mind. I asked Nelson what you liked, and he said spaghetti would be fine. But he laughed at that, so I wasn’t sure if that was a joke or not.” 
 
    “Spaghetti’s fine,” Paige said with an inward smile. No way was she going to share that inside joke with Janet. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Janet seemed to deflate. “Oh. I thought he was kidding because he knows how bad of a cook I am. I decided to try my mom’s Bierox casserole.” 
 
    “Oh. Uhm. Bierox?” Paige had meant it as a statement, but it came out as a question. 
 
    “I should have done spaghetti,” Janet said. “I’m sorry. I really thought he was teasing.” 
 
    Paige knew he kind of was, but not for the reason Janet had thought. “I’m sure Bierox would be fine,” she said, trying to right the tanking situation. “I just…” 
 
    “Sorry that took so long,” Nelson said, reappearing in the doorway. “What’s up with Bella anyway? Man, she’s throwing a hissy fit in there.” 
 
    In the kitchen, Janet was yanking things out and banging things around. “She came out here barking up a racket. I put her in my room. You know how she gets with new people.” 
 
    Paige put her head down, gaze on the dwindling brown liquid in her mug. This was an unmitigated disaster. She felt Nelson glance over at her, but no way could she get her gaze to meet his. If she did, he would know how thoroughly she had ruined everything in the few minutes he had been gone. 
 
    “Uh, do you need some help?” Nelson asked Janet who presumably was the one that looked easier to fix.  
 
    “I’m… You said, about the spaghetti. I didn’t know you were serious.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving Paige in the little dining area, Nelson went into the kitchen feeling like he was going off to war. He hadn’t seen Janet this freaked out since before the divorce. “Okay… what’s…? Can I help? What can I do?” 
 
    “I have the casserole, but if you’d rather have spaghetti. All I have is the sauce in a jar though…” 
 
    “What? No,” he said, having no idea why she looked one false move away from burning the place down around them. “Casserole’s fine. I’m not… It’s fine. Really.” He turned to find Paige, wide-eyed with panic. “Right, Paige? You don’t mind casserole, do you?” Truthfully, he’d never thought about praying for someone to not mind casserole, but in that second, he was praying like he never had before. 
 
    “No. That’s fine. Really,” Paige said. “I don’t mind trying… Bierox.” She was trying, but she stumbled on the pronunciation.  
 
    “See, Janet. We both want to try the Bierox.” 
 
    Like divine providence had just smiled on him, the oven timer beeped. 
 
    “Is it… Does that mean it’s ready?” he asked, going for the pot holders. 
 
    “Probably,” Janet said, like she’d just conceded the match of a lifetime. “You know, we could go out to eat somewhere if you would rather do that. Or I could just give you money.” 
 
    In all honesty, the dish didn’t look that bad when he got it out of the oven, and it actually smelled okay too. “No, that’s cool. We’ll just eat here. It’s fine.” Trying not to get attacked by Paige’s panic, he brought the dish to the table. “I can set the table.” 
 
    “Oh, I got fruit too,” Janet said. “From that farmer’s market out on the Parkway. I got a few things. I wasn’t sure what would go with the rest of it.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Nelson said, taking plates from the cabinet. “Here, Paige. Do you mind?” 
 
    “What?” It was like someone had zapped her with electricity. “Oh, no. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Nelson,” Janet said like she was scolding him. “Paige is our guest. She shouldn’t have to help set the table.” 
 
    But thankfully Paige had snapped out of it enough to laugh that off. “Guests can help too.” She took the plates from him and headed for the table. 
 
    “Do you mind water?” Nelson asked. “It’s filtered so it’s drinkable.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    In no time with the meal scattered in no particular order on the table, they sat down. Nelson offered to say grace, which he did, and which Paige was grateful for as they needed all the help they could get at the moment. 
 
    When everyone had food, she gingerly took a bite. Good, bad, or horrible, she was going to eat that Bierox even if it gave her food poisoning. However, thankfully, it wasn’t too bad. Kind of like the tea. Different but not bad different. 
 
    “So, Paige,” Janet said, “you’ve graduated then.” 
 
    Paige nodded and took a drink. “In May.” 
 
    “And you’re going to…” 
 
    “Tech. In the fall.” No one told her there would be an interrogation while she ate. Be gracious, Paige. Don’t answer with your mouth full. But keep eating or she’ll think you don’t like it. 
 
    “Tech is a good school,” Janet said. “What will you be studying there?” 
 
    Great. Let’s just start off with the why Paige is a loser questions right off the bat. “Hmm.” She covered her mouth and chewed quickly, but not obnoxiously quickly. It was tough not to be rude when there were so many traps everywhere. “I haven’t really decided yet. Maybe communications or something in that field.” 
 
    “I think it’s so important for young women to get a degree,” Janet said. “I’ve always regretted not finishing mine.” 
 
    Paige nearly choked on her Bierox, and she put her hand to her mouth. She wanted to ask in the worst way, but that didn’t seem polite. 
 
    “I’m sure a smart young woman like yourself won’t have any trouble.” Janet smiled at her softly, and Paige fought to return it. “So you two are going to watch a movie tonight?” 
 
    Thankfully, Nelson chose to answer that one, and the two of them chatted for a while. 
 
    “Is Dad coming tomorrow night?” Nelson asked, glancing at Paige with a look she once again couldn’t quite read. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “You know,” Nelson said, “if he keeps this up, you’re going to have to start charging him rent.” 
 
    Janet smiled ruefully at that. “I guess I could charge him double what I’m charging you.” 
 
    “Oh, you know, speaking of that,” he said. “I actually got paid today. I was thinking about kicking in some for the bills or at least groceries.” He glanced at Paige as if he would’ve preferred her not to be here for this conversation. “I can do rent too if…” 
 
    This time Janet’s smile was even softer. “Don’t worry about it.” Her gaze stayed on her plate another five seconds. “I don’t know if your dad told you this or not, but he’s been helping me out for you to stay here.” 
 
    By the look on Nelson’s face, it was clear he’d had no idea. “You didn’t… He didn’t tell me that.” 
 
    “He insisted when we talked about it back in the spring. He knew you’d just be getting your feet on the ground here, and he didn’t want to stress you or me out.” 
 
    “I…” Nelson flailed for words before letting out a breath. “I can pay him back or you…” 
 
    “No, Nelson,” Janet said with a quick glance at Paige. “I would’ve done it for nothing, but he wouldn’t let that fly. So, I guess what I’m saying is, keep your money. Use it for school, or whatever. This is covered.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the meal, Nelson did his best to stay connected to the conversation, which was minimal and incredibly polite. Afterward, he and Paige helped with cleaning the kitchen.  
 
    When that was done, Janet headed for her room in the back while they got comfortable on the couch. At least he was comfortable. Paige looked much like she had all night, like she was about to face a firing squad. 
 
    “I hope that wasn’t too awkward,” Nelson said, sitting down next to her. 
 
    “No. It was fine,” she said, but he knew that was less than true. “So, you didn’t know about your dad paying for you to stay here?” 
 
    Nelson clicked on the television and the player. “That’s one of the things about my dad. I’m never quite sure just where I stand with him.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “And Janet?” 
 
    Flicking his gaze back over the couch to Janet’s room, Nelson sighed. “She tries, you know? She does. But I know she’s on my dad’s side with a lot of things.” 
 
    “Your dad’s side?” 
 
    The music of the first song on the movie cut right through the conversation, and Nelson was glad for that. He wasn’t really into ruining his relationship with his girlfriend by talking about the rocky relationships he had with his family. They were all better off staying in their respective corners. 
 
    Carefully, he slid closer to her and without trying to be obvious about it, put his arm around her before looking down at her. “You good?” 
 
    Smiling up at him, she nodded. “Yeah. I’m great.” 
 
      
 
    Just why they had chosen this particular movie, Paige couldn’t really remember, but about halfway through, she began to have serious doubts about the wisdom of watching it with him. Anne Wheeler, Zendaya, in real life. The beautiful butterfly in the movie. She was the trapeze artist. Exotic. Mesmerizing. And totally beneath the station of the love of her life, Phillip. 
 
    And Phillip didn’t seem to notice or care—until others did. At the opera, he used the cover of darkness to take her hand, and the second someone—or more specifically his parents—noticed, he let her hand go, crushing Anne’s shaky belief in the fantasy that they could ever really be together, that he could ever love her like that. Paige couldn’t help but feel for her. After all, what could she do about the circumstances of her birth or her life for that matter? She was a young woman of color, and in that society, that meant things. One of the things it meant was that young men like Phillip—rich, white, of notable if not noble birth—were strictly off-limits. She knew it. He seemed not to. 
 
    How Paige could relate. Yes. It’s truly difficult not to let the handsome, rich guy talk you into falling in love with him. Even when you know it will not end well for you if you ever let yourself be naïve enough to believe him. For him, it doesn’t matter because if the relationship doesn’t work, there are a thousand others waiting for their chance with him. But for her…  
 
      
 
    How many times had Nelson watched this movie? Yet, somehow the Hugh Jackman character of Barnum finally coming to his senses and coming back home to the love of his life touched him deeper than it ever had. Crazy, Nelson thought, that it took Barnum’s life and dreams literally burning down around him for him to figure out what was most important. Her love. Her unwavering belief in him.  
 
    Nelson couldn’t help but smile ruefully when Barnum sang about chasing dreams at the “speed of always needing more.” Boy, had Nelson fallen headlong into that trap. And it was a trap. One that didn’t show itself until it had you in its clutches. Just how he had finally broken free of it, he didn’t know, but now that he was home, he was bound and determined to be vigilant about never getting seduced by it again. 
 
    The end of the movie in which little Caroline has all of her dreams come true—including having her father attend her ballet made Nelson nod with understanding. How much of his life had he spent trying to get the attention of the man he called Dad? He wondered how different life would be if he had ever been put first, ever gotten a drop of the attention he so desired, ever been enough to not always feel like such a disappointment. His thoughts slid to Janet and the fact that his father was paying her so he could stay here. Maybe there were other things, things he had never known about or seen, that his father had done, paving the way for him without ever mentioning it out loud. Maybe what he saw wasn’t all that was there. 
 
    “Such a great movie,” Nelson said when it was over, and he hit the volume button instead of stop so they could listen to the final two songs that played during the credits.  
 
    Paige nodded though she said nothing, and worry crept over him as he looked down at her.  
 
    “Didn’t you like it?” 
 
    “I did,” she said, but he heard the note of shakiness in her voice. Worse, he noticed she didn’t really look up at him. 
 
    A big part of him didn’t want to ask because it would be safer not to, but he was working on his bravery, and this seemed like a good time to test it out. “It’s funny, every time I get to the end of it, I want to watch it again. There’s just so much in it, so many angles. It’s like watching a different movie every time I see it.”  
 
    Somehow, he knew that looking at her wasn’t smart. So instead, he sat back and watched the end of the credits. 
 
    “I always wonder how many people have a million dreams and how many of those just get wasted doing what we think we have to do.” Nelson took a breath. “Watching that always makes me wonder what’s possible instead of just what needs to be done next.” 
 
      
 
    Something about being here with him, knowing how fragile it all was made Paige reckless. If it was going to die anyway, why not kill it now and get it over with? “Do you ever think you made a mistake, coming back?” she asked, her gaze going up to his, daring him to tell her the rock-bottom truth. 
 
    “A mistake?” he asked, his face falling into confusion and concern as the credits wound around to the second song. “No. The mistake was leaving, not coming back.” 
 
    “Yeah, but...” She searched his eyes just before she shrugged. “That was the dream, not this.” 
 
    “The dream?” The words slipped with his breath. “What…?” He sat up awkwardly. “No. Paige. That wasn’t the dream.” True worry started to claw its way into his eyes. “It wasn’t.” 
 
    Unable to hold his gaze, she dropped hers because she couldn’t tell how much of that was the truth and how much wasn’t. She dragged in the tears that had formed without her knowledge or permission. Why did she always have to be so weak? 
 
    “Paige.” Nelson’s voice fell even further into alarm as he hand touched her shoulder. “Are you…? What…? I don’t… You don’t think…” Finally, gently he laid his fingers on her jaw and lifted it. 
 
    She knew there were tears now, knew he would see them, and though it embarrassed her, she let him lift her gaze to his just the same. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked as fear overtook even the concern on his face. “Why would you think this was a mistake?” 
 
    With only a tiny shrug, she shook her head. “Come on, Nelson. Let’s get real here. You’ve got the whole world out there, right at your fingertips. You always have. You’re amazing and talented and…” She laughed softly. “Gorgeous. And before, when you were here, when we were together at first, I believed in the fairy tale, you know?” Her smile was wistful and ephemeral. “The handsome prince who shows up and sweeps Cinderella off her feet. They fall madly in love, and once he puts that shoe back on her foot, nothing will ever break them apart. Ever. Even with everything he has, he falls for the girl who has nothing to offer him.” Slowly her gaze slipped a notch before sliding back up to his. “I guess maybe I’m getting too old for fairy tales. I know now the prince doesn’t always stay, happily ever after doesn’t always mean forever, and sometimes what you’d like it to be in a perfect world just isn’t.” 
 
    “Wh…?” The question formed on his lips but never really materialized. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, breaking free of his touch. She turned so she was sitting on the bare edge of the couch at a forty-five degree angle to him. Sniffing, she swiped at her tears. “Jeesh. Sorry. I’m sorry. Wow.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson had been thrown so hard, he could hardly find a place to stop spinning. “What…? Okay.” He turned as well. “What do you mean? Are you… breaking up with me?” 
 
    Putting her head down over her hands, she shook it slowly. “I don’t know. I just… I dreamt about what it would be like if you ever came back, you know? I tried to go out with other guys, but it was never the same with them. They weren’t you.” 
 
    As good as that should have made him feel, it only confused him more. 
 
    “But I watch that.” She picked her hand up to the television. “And I know how Anne feels. I know when she’s with Phillip, she knows everyone’s wondering why he would even want to be with someone like her. She’s constantly wondering when he’s going to figure out what everybody else already knows.” 
 
    “What…?” All the air had evaporated from the entire room, and Nelson felt it leave. “Paige…” 
 
    “No. Nelson. No. Okay? I knew it. I did. I knew it even before.” She sniffed hard. “Every time…” Nodding, it was like she was forcing the words out at gunpoint. “When we’d sit in the car, I always wondered if this would be it, you know? If this would be the time that you’d break it off, tell me it was over, that it was you and not me and all the things the guy tells the girl when he decides to move on. I think I was braced for that pretty much the whole time we were together. Because I knew… I knew I would never be enough, I would never be what you needed me to be.” 
 
    Nelson let out a hard breath that felt like a knife going through his heart. “You never told me that.” 
 
    “No.” She laughed. “I never did.” 
 
    Sliding his hands together in front of him, Nelson glanced over at her. “Is that… is that why you didn’t fall apart when I left?” 
 
    With the tiniest of laughs, Paige shook her head. “I didn’t? Wow. You could’ve fooled me.” 
 
    Okay, he knew she had, but that wasn’t really what he meant. “But you stood there, that day in the park, and you seemed… okay, not happy, but not like hysterical either.” 
 
    “Would that have done me any good, to lose it?” Her gaze came over and held on him. “You were leaving.” She opened her hands and then closed them again. “The decision was made. That was your dream, and I knew I couldn’t stand in the way of that.” 
 
    “So you let me go,” he said, “to chase my dreams.”  
 
    Although he didn’t want it to, Nelson’s mind went to the part of the movie when Barnum heads out with Jenny Lind on tour, chasing his dreams and leaving the wife he loves and the daughters who adore him behind. His heart ached for their loneliness because they knew then they were not enough to keep him there with them. The crushed look on little Caroline’s face when she danced but her father wasn’t there to applaud, the meal with the three of them, one chair left empty. Charity dancing alone as she put the girls to bed and does her best to carry on without him. Sure, Barnum had come back, but maybe that didn’t negate for her that he had left in the first place. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Paige said. “I don’t know why I even brought it up.” 
 
    Nelson took a long breath that turned into a longer one. “Maybe because I needed to hear it.” A breath and he turned so that his knee was on the couch between them. “Paige, the other night when I said I needed you to show me how to love you. I didn’t… That didn’t mean just like physically. I know, this probably makes no sense, but I’m a lot like Phillip… and Barnum. I have some really clueless moments. I’m not proud of that, but it’s true. In fact, the longer this goes, the more I see just how clueless I can be sometimes. 
 
    “I know about the fairy tales too. I know the prince always shows up just at the right time, and he always knows what to say and how to say it, and he does all the right things so she’ll fall madly in love with him. I get all that. But they don’t teach Prince Charming lessons to us guys. We’re just supposed to know all of that, I don’t know, by osmosis or something. And maybe some guys do, maybe I missed that part somewhere along the way, but I honestly don’t have a clue what I’m doing here. I want to, but I don’t. 
 
    “So when we were together the first time, I did everything I knew to do to get you to fall for me. I sent flowers, wrote love songs, took you out to nice restaurants that I couldn’t afford… because that’s all I knew to do. Now I realize that’s not enough. Somehow I have to learn to take the mask off and be real about things, and that scares me to death. I’m scared I’m going to hurt you and make you cry. And I hate that. I hate myself for doing that to you, but I don’t know how not to.  
 
    “And then we go out, and it’s like I’m questioning and second-guessing everything because I want to do it right, but when I don’t have flowers and cheesy love songs to fall back on, I’m kind of lost.” 
 
    “Your love songs were never cheesy.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Oh, you have no idea, and please, don’t try to spare my feelings because I know how bad some of them are.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you were out there, you were trying things.” She shrugged. “That’s more than I can say for a lot of us.” 
 
    “But I didn’t do it because I was fearless. I was terrified, just like I am right now.” 
 
    Glancing over at him, she seemed to puzzle at that. “But you’re Nelson Samuels.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re Paige Grayson, and I’m so in love with you. The more I’m with you, the more I realize that there’s no other dream out there that could ever compare with having you with me. You’re the reason I can fly.” He stopped, thought, and decided. “Hang on.” 
 
      
 
    With that, he stood from the couch, and Paige followed him up with her gaze. “What…?” 
 
    “Just stay there. Don’t move. I want to show you something.” 
 
    “Wh…?” she started to ask, but he had already left the room. “Okay?”  
 
    Since she was now awkwardly alone, she looked around the room. It was smaller than the one she had been to when he’d lived here before, and there weren’t many decorations on the walls at all. In fact, it was as if they had just moved in, and while she was sure that was true for Nelson, by her calculations, Janet had been here at least seven or eight months now. That was plenty long enough to put something up. 
 
    “Sorry, it took me a minute to find it, I must’ve moved it when I was writing,” he said as he came back and sat down on the couch. “Oh, here.” Standing again, he reached past her and clicked on the little lamp by the chair before sitting once again, near but not next to her. “I found this with my stuff when I came back at Christmas.” He opened the notebook to the page where his finger was already holding the place, skimmed down the page, and with only one more breath, handed it over to her, looking only at it not at her. 
 
    Paige had no idea what was so important or where he was going with this, and before she really got any of those questions out, she looked down at the words scrawled there. It was her handwriting, but it was hurried as if she had been trying to take notes while a teacher went far too fast with a lesson. 
 
    Only together does life feel right. She gasped softly before smiling at the memory. “It’s the song we wrote.” 
 
    Nelson nodded, his hands folded in front of him. “Read it.” 
 
    Letting out a breath, Paige shook her head. “I remember it.” 
 
    “No,” he said even softer. “Read it.” 
 
    She glanced over at him, knowing that looking at him and reading it were both very bad ideas if she wanted to maintain her composure. 
 
    “Out loud,” he said, his gaze catching on hers that time, and she shook her head as pain ripped through her.  
 
    “Nels…” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Gathering nonchalance to her because she knew that was the only way she could ever hope to do this, she angled her gaze down to the words and blinked on the feelings that fought to come up inside her. I cannot believe I’m doing this.  
 
    Finally she shook her head back and repositioned the notebook in front of her. “Only together,” she said, decidedly not singing it and doing her best to put distance between herself and the words, “does this feel right. Only when I’m with you can I ever hope to fly.” She dragged in a hard breath. The distance between the words and her heart was closing fast. “Give me a chance, a chance to show you… That only together everything is right.” Her smile was soft and sad as she tipped her head. “Everything is right.” 
 
    Before she could go on to the verse, Nelson slid over closer to her. “That’s what I didn’t get,” he said, and although he was right there, not more than inches away, he never touched her. “When I left. I didn’t understand that I can’t fly on my own, and that I don’t want to. You…” Carefully he breached the abyss between them and put his hand on hers. 
 
    Paige knew she should retrieve her hand, but something in her wouldn’t let her move. Maybe the racing of her heart, or maybe the tears threatening to come up if she let them. Whatever it was, all she could do was breathe and try not to let what he was saying wind its way past the walls of her heart. 
 
    “Paige, you give me the strength to go out there and be… me,” he said, stumbling and struggling through the words. “I never thought being me was… anything. The music, the instruments. I just thought that made me weird, not cool, not something to be excited about or proud of. And I thought everybody else thought that too.” 
 
    Confusion knifed into her and against her better judgment, she looked at him. “Are you kidding? Everyone in school thought you were a god. You were like the coolest kid there.” 
 
    With a soft laugh that sounded a lot like he might cry, Nelson shook his head and dropped his gaze to his hand atop hers. “I never saw it like that, and I never felt it like that either. I was always just trying to keep up, trying not to get run over, trying to not be so weird that everyone would still be okay with me hanging around.” 
 
    Turning to him slightly, Paige let her gaze search his face. It was clear he was being one-hundred percent honest with her, but how or why that could be, she had no idea. “Nels,” she said, breathing the name. 
 
    “No, Paige,” he said, cutting her off before she could say more. “That’s not… This isn’t about you defending me or trying to build me up or telling me to go be awesome.” 
 
    She smiled at that memory. 
 
    “And yes, I still remember that,” he said, a rueful smile playing on his lips. His eyes danced across her gaze. “What I didn’t get back then, and it’s honestly stupid now that I think about it because I wrote the words so how could I not get it, you know? But I didn’t. I didn’t get it.  
 
    “I felt it. I saw it. When I showed up at your house to talk, you talked and you listened. You didn’t judge me or kick me to the curb. You just… you were there. And in your basement, when I played and we talked about my music, you listened, and you really heard me. You didn’t say I was weird for hearing the music or freak out about me not knowing what I wanted to do for college. You were always right there for me, not because I was…” He shook his head. “Nelson Samuels. Whatever. But because I was me. The real me. The me I don’t think I’d ever let anyone else really see before that.” 
 
    His deep honesty about all of it touched her heart, and she nodded.  
 
    “But now,” he continued, “Now I see that all of that was what I needed to learn to fly, to really fly, to be okay with being myself. And you gave me that,” Nelson said. “You gave me permission to be me.” 
 
    Paige shrugged as if she couldn’t imagine doing anything else.  
 
    “But the thing that I didn’t really appreciate until I came back was the Only together part. See, it’s like, when I’m not with you, I get trapped like Barnum into needing to be something I’m not to impress everybody else. I become the image. I put the mask on, and I lose me. But when I’m with you, when we’re together, I finally feel like it’s all right to just be me. You have no idea how crazy being away from you made me. I was running miles—literally—every morning and trying like crazy to make myself believe the music wasn’t even part of me anymore.” 
 
    She smiled at him. 
 
    “The craziest thing was, I didn’t even know what was missing, but I knew something was. But I knew if I ever stopped running, if I ever dropped the mask, I was going to just fall apart. It took me two years to realize how miserable I was making myself trying to forget about what made me feel most alive.” 
 
    “Nelson…” 
 
    “I know,” he said quickly. “I know this is all crazy and weird, and I’ll be the first one to tell you, I have no idea what I’m doing or how to do this. But I know what I want is what the song says.” He glanced down at the words. “Just give me a chance to show you that only together, everything is right.” His eyes cleared. “Paige, look, I know how much you love me. That’s not even a question anymore to me. You’ve shown me that in more ways and in deeper ways than I can even put into words. I just need you to give me a chance to show you that this thing isn’t a one-way street. I can’t say I’m going to get everything right because you and I both know how many things I’ve gotten wrong. But I’m asking you for one more chance, and that you’ll hold my hand and teach me how to do this, how to love you the way you love me.” 
 
    Waiting a long minute, Paige dropped her gaze to their hands. His hand. So warm and right with hers. She couldn’t deny what his touch did to her, couldn’t lie to herself that she could ever walk away, couldn’t make herself stop feeling the butterflies. And yet…  
 
    “I feel,” she started before stopping and shaking her head.  
 
    When she didn’t continue, he leveled his gaze at her. “You feel…?” 
 
    Her gaze came up to his, not fully trusting but filled with concern. “You have no idea how easy it is to want to be in love with you.” Looking up before closing her eyes, she swiped at the tears that had appeared on her lashes. She sniffed hard before forcing her gaze back on him. “I was telling Lauren the other day that I just…” 
 
    Her words trailed off again. She didn’t want to hurt him. He’d already apologized a dozen times. What more did she want? 
 
    Never taking his eyes off her, Nelson said, “Just?” He waited a breath. “Paige, I need you to be honest with me. I need you to be real. I can’t fix this if I’m trying to guess what’s going on. Please…” 
 
    She nodded. “I just never quite know who you need me to be, who you want me to be.” 
 
    It was as if he’d been shot as he jerked back. “You. All I want is for you to be you.” 
 
    “No. Nelson, you don’t.” She deflated. “You say you do, but then… when…” With a long breath, she glanced back at Janet’s closed door. “When we went golfing, I didn’t know… I wasn’t sure…” She shook her head. “I’m not even sure if they like me. I know. I know what you said, you don’t care what they think. But I do. And we’re together, and you want me to try to play, but I don’t know how. So I try, and then it’s all awkward. And your dad and you are like professionals, and I feel all out of place, like I just don’t fit in. And tonight, I don’t drink tea, and I’ve never heard of Bierox before.” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “For the record, neither have I.” 
 
    When Paige looked at him, her words stopped. “I just don’t want to embarrass you.” 
 
    “Embarrass?” Nelson nearly choked on the word. “Paige…” 
 
    “I feel like Anne.” She picked her hand up to the television. “It’s not that she’s not in love with Phillip. She is. It’s just that she knows that loving him is going to end in heartache for her.” Paige’s eyes picked up to meet his gaze, the honesty coming out as a plea for him to understand.  
 
    With a slow nod, Nelson pulled her closer and sat back.  
 
    Paige wanted to protest, but words were getting smashed in half by the disparate feelings tromping through her. 
 
    He didn’t say anything more for a very long time. “You’re not sure I’m safe,” he finally said. 
 
    “No,” she said in horror that he would think such a thing, and she jolted up. 
 
    “Not physically,” he said as his gaze went to her and held steady. “Like you don’t trust that I’m not going to do that again, like if you mess up, if you’re ‘not who I want you to be’ that I might just take off again.” 
 
    It was so dead-on that she didn’t even react other than the tears that suddenly slid into her eyes. 
 
    Nelson’s gaze drifted up and down her face. “So, you’re glad I came back, but you’re trying to figure out how to keep from getting busted up when I leave again.” He said it so matter-of-factly, like he was simply analyzing a film or giving a dissertation, not talking about love. “I get it.” He nodded. “I do. More than you can even imagine.” 
 
    Paige puzzled at that. 
 
    He let out a slow breath. “It’s exactly the way I always feel with my dad. Like how do I play-act this thing enough that they’ll believe it, but still keep my heart in one piece when it ends.” He shrugged. “Because it’s going to end. I mean, I know that going in. Why make friends if we’re just going to leave in a couple years anyway? Why think that this mom is going to last or this house or that school? It can all be gone with no warning at all.” 
 
    Her heart was jerking with every word he spoke. She wanted to thwart all of the bad stuff away from him, but it was hitting so close to home for her, she couldn’t defend both positions at the same time. 
 
    A moment and he dragged in a breath. “Actually, it’s like me with my dad in a lot of ways. He wants me to trust him, to just magically have this perfect father-son relationship, and it’s not that I don’t want to. I want that more than I want the sun to come up tomorrow. But when he’s around, as much as I want this to be perfect, I can’t even let myself enjoy it because I know it won’t last. Oh, he’s great now. He’s acting like he cares and all of that now. But… in six weeks, or six months, or six minutes, it could all change again, and I don’t have any control over that at all.” 
 
    As much as she wanted to refute what he was saying or even feel sorry for him, mostly what Paige felt was the emptiness of it all. The loneliness that being with someone who is great at acting a part and then leaving can cause. 
 
    “I think that’s why I got into the whole perfection thing to begin with,” Nelson said. “I thought if I was perfect, then he wouldn’t make us move or change or start over. By being perfect, I could somehow make life be normal. I could control it. ‘Course that never worked very well, but…” A breath, and he looked right at her. “So what about golf was so bad?” 
 
    Strangely the question didn’t sound like a challenge or a judgment, just a simple question. Because of that, Paige almost had the courage to explain it all. What it did give her was just enough to start. She sat back on the couch and wound her arms at her stomach. 
 
    “Well, when you guys were playing, your dad would look over at me and smile, and I couldn’t tell if it was because he was happy I was there or if he was just trying to get through it.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “Boy, I know that feeling.” 
 
    “And then…” she started but stopped because this one wasn’t about his dad. 
 
    He shifted slowly as if he knew this one wouldn’t be so easy. “Then?” he asked, his gaze going down to her as Paige fought to figure out how to cushion what she knew she was going to have to tell him now. 
 
    She closed her eyes and tipped her head away from him, the memories knifing into her heart. “You…” 
 
    Instead of asking, he simply sat and waited. 
 
    Letting out a long breath, she shook her head. “You were… You showed me… how to putt, how to hold the thing and swing.” 
 
    Nelson nodded slowly as if to keep her going. 
 
    “We were right in front of them, like you were trying to be with me with them right there.” Ugh. This is awful. How can I tell him this? I can’t even explain it to myself. 
 
    “I was… trying to be with you,” he said, his voice full of confusion. 
 
    “No. Not with. With. Like the romantic thing.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said as if really trying to understand what she was saying. “And that’s bad?” 
 
    “Well, no… Not exactly. Not…” Finally she let out a hard breath, frustrated with herself and her inability to read things right and do things right with him. “I just… I didn’t know who you wanted me to be.” 
 
    “To… be? Explain that. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Well, at first I was in the cart, and that was cool. Then you wanted me to try, and I did. I tried. And then, I thought that’s who you wanted me to be, that you wanted me to be with you like that, and so I did… But then it got all weird, and you…” Paige fought for the right words, the right feelings, the right way to explain it. 
 
    “I… what?” 
 
    In frustration with both of them and all of it, she turned on him. “You acted like I wasn’t supposed to do that, like you could tease me and be all flirting and whatever, but when I did it, you got uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I… No I didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. So I didn’t know which you wanted—the girl who was all like into you like that or the one who sat in the cart and was all… not like that…” Paige stopped and deflated. “I’m sorry. I’m not saying this…” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Nelson said, knowing as much as he didn’t understand that, he needed to. “Why…? When… did you feel like I didn’t want you to ‘be like that’?” 
 
    Paige rolled her eyes and shook her head like she was frustrated with herself. “Well, the first time when you wanted me to try, you like, were around me and showing me how, and…” 
 
    As much as he didn’t want to acknowledge what she was saying, he knew she was right. He had pushed her, cajoled her, teased her, maybe even embarrassed her with how he handled that. “Okay. I see that.” 
 
    “And then, when I got out the second time, I… tried to be like that with you, and you acted like I was…” She shrugged. “Like, ‘Gosh. Stop acting like this, Paige. You’re embarrassing me with my parents.’” 
 
    Wow. That actually hurt. “So, you got that I could be like that with you, but you couldn’t be like that with me?” 
 
    She put her head down. “Only if you wanted me to.” 
 
    Watching her, Nelson let out a very long breath and shook his head. “Wow.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, uncurling. “I really didn’t…” 
 
    “No, Paige,” he said, and he put his hand over onto her shoulder. “Look, I didn’t realize that’s how I was being.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have taken it that way. I should’ve…” 
 
    However, he was beginning to see the tightrope she was walking. “And you think that if I want you to ‘be like that,’ and you aren’t, or that I don’t want you to ‘be like that’ and you are…” He nodded slowly. “You can’t win.” 
 
    Instantly her eyes filled with tears, and she ducked so he wouldn’t see.  
 
    But he already had. “Do you think if you’re not who I want you to be that I’m going to leave again?” 
 
    The question killed him to ask, and when she didn’t answer, he knew.  
 
    Nelson put his head down and scratched the top of it. “Geesh. Look, Paige, I’m sorry…” 
 
    “No,” she said, springing to life again, “it’s not you, it’s me. I’m the one…” 
 
    It took only a second for Nelson to see how quick she was to jump in and defend him as if he was faultless and the guilt was all and always hers. That cut him deep. “Paige.” 
 
    “No, Nels, I just… I shouldn’t have…” 
 
    This time he was more solid as his gaze went over and into her. “Paige. Stop.” He shook his head, wondering how many times she had deflected, taken the blame, or just not even said anything at all and absorbed every stupid thing he did to her. “Stop. Okay?” Holding her gaze, Nelson shook his head. “This is not your fault. It’s not. None of it.” 
 
    He glanced back toward Janet’s room. They were going to have to talk about this too. He wasn’t looking forward to that conversation, but he knew the only way to fix this was to confront it head-on in every facet of it. But first things first. “First of all, I’m not mad at you for saying something. I’m glad you did. I can’t say this was fun, but I know I needed to hear it. I needed you to tell me. Second of all, this isn’t about who I want you to be. I want you to be you. You are amazing. You are beautiful and kind and so patient, even when I’m being an idiot about things. I’m not sure how to fix this, how to get it so you don’t feel like you’re on trial every time we’re together…” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “No. Stop saying that. Stop being sorry,” he said, coming to her defense. “I want you to be able to be honest, to tell me what you need and how you feel. You don’t have to apologize to me for any of that.” 
 
    “But I’m making it…” 
 
    “What?” he asked when she didn’t continue. He was beginning to see the pattern, how she said just enough but not nearly enough, just enough to say something but not nearly enough to get what she really wanted to say said. “You’re making it…?” 
 
    “Complicated.” She deflated on the word. “I’m making it hard.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I think it just is hard. I don’t think it’s you that’s making it that way. Look, Paige, I know I’ve got a lot of things to learn and relearn. I’ve got things I have to work out in myself to get onto something that resembles solid ground. And maybe it wasn’t fair for me to want us to get together before I figured things out in my own life, but we’re here, and I’m not going to second-guess that. Besides, I really think I need you to help me figure things out. But I don’t want this to all be about me. That’s not how I want this to go. I don’t think it will work like that. Besides, you’ve been there for me, you’ve practically thrown yourself overboard on this deal. Don’t think I don’t know that.  
 
    “So, somehow, I’m going to do that, to be that for you. But the thing is, I really am trying to figure it all out—me, you, my dad, college, life. I want to learn to be for you what you’ve been for me, and no,” he said when he saw her start to protest, “that’s not a bad thing. It’s nothing to apologize for. You deserve to be with someone who gets life on the level you do. I can’t say I was that guy the first go-round or that I’m even there now. But I want to be him. I want to be the guy you can count on and come to, the guy who will protect you and honor you and love you like you deserve to be.” 
 
    “Nels...” 
 
    Turning to her, he took her hand in his and held it gently. “Give me a chance, Paige, a chance to show you that when I’m with you and you’re with me, when we’re together, really together, everything is right. Not some things. Not only if you are this or aren’t that. But when you’re just you and I’m just me, everything is right.” He lifted her hand and kissed it before bringing his gaze up to hers. 
 
    Slowly, with trepidation in her eyes, she nodded.  
 
    “Okay?” he asked, tentatively but with a thread of hope. “Can you do that?” 
 
    Her smile slipped to her lips, hesitant and anxious. “Okay.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    When they got to her house, Nelson parked and looked over at her. “Are you good? I mean, is this… are we okay?” 
 
    Paige still wasn’t sure about a lot of it. Her heart felt like it had been set on the spin cycle, but she nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said softly. “But this discussion isn’t over, just so you know. It’s late, and we’ve got work tomorrow. But when you want to talk again, then let’s talk. Whatever it is… okay?” 
 
    She nodded again, tired and unable to fight even one more dragon for the evening. “Okay.” 
 
    It seemed that Nelson wanted to say more. Instead, he got out, ran around, and helped her out. Halfway around the car, he put his arm around her, not possessively but protectively, and the feeling drained down into her. As strange as that seemed, under his arm, she could finally breathe, and she hooked her arm around his waist, liking the feel of him being right there with her. 
 
    At her door, he turned to her and put his hands on her shoulders, gazing down into her eyes. “I love you,” he said, the words solemn and filled with genuine tenderness.  
 
    Paige breathed that in, not yet trusting it but not rejecting it either. 
 
    Carefully he gathered her into his embrace and held her there. A moment and she closed her eyes, and a smile came to her heart as the butterflies started a gentle dance inside her. His hand slid up and down her back even as he held her, and when his embrace tightened, he kissed her head. For that split second, she wondered what forever like this, with him, might be like. 
 
    Releasing her but only slightly, he looked down at her, and his smile went all the way up into his soft, almond eyes as they caressed her gently. Wordlessly, he slipped his hand onto her neck and let his thumb drift slowly across her jaw as if he was memorizing the feel of her under his touch.  
 
    Caught in the forever in his eyes, Paige felt the walls around her heart cracking, and she was helpless to keep them standing. Then, he bent toward her and brushed his lips on hers. Gentle and firm, tender and solid. In all the world there was no feeling like that one, and without warning, she slipped under the current of what it was to be with him again. 
 
    When the kiss ended, his arms came around her again and held her there for a long moment, and Paige couldn’t help but wish he never had to leave. A long breath and he let go and stepped back. “I’ll call you.” His eyes searched hers for some indication that doing so would be all right. Vulnerable and softly pleading, he willed her without words to not crush the faint ray of hope that still flickered between them. 
 
    Watching him then, Paige knew she would never be the one who would give up. With a tiny smile that she prayed she wouldn’t regret her inability to shield herself from his charms, she nodded. He backed up another step and another, but he never took his gaze off of her. Folding her arms around herself, she leaned on the wall of brick, unable to get herself to go inside.  
 
      
 
    Nelson didn’t want to leave. Leaving felt dangerous because once he was gone, she would be alone, and if she was alone, she would have time to think. Without him there to refute the arguments against him, did he really stand a chance of her trusting him again?  
 
    Finally, with a kick, knowing he couldn’t just stay, he turned and headed off into the darkness to his car. It was incredible how empty it felt inside. His gaze slipped back up to the porch. In the darkness there, he could just make out her silhouette, still watching him. He waved as he started the car though he was pretty sure she couldn’t see him. A thought hit him, and backing out instead of going forward, he reached down and blinked his headlights at her, illuminating her like a jagged flash of lightning. 
 
    Her soft smile and wave was what he would hold onto for the next 48 hours. 
 
      
 
    When he was gone, Paige went inside and found her mother sitting up reading. 
 
    “Nelson leave?” her mother asked.  
 
    Paige sighed and nodded.  
 
    “So how’s that going? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    It was like she had too many thoughts racing around in her head to thwart the question, and Paige sat down on the arm of the couch in a heap. “Weird. Confusing. Frustrating.” 
 
    “Okay. How so?” her mother asked, removing her reading glasses. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paige said. “It’s just… the first time when he was here before and we were together, it was like I always thought it would be, you know? Like love is supposed to be. It was like we were on the same page with everything, like everything made sense in a rainbows and unicorns kind of way. Now,… it’s different.” She squinted into that thought. “I mean, I want it to be like it was before, but it’s not. It’s…” The sigh hurt. “I don’t think I trust him like I did back then.” She shook her head. “I don’t trust it like I did back then.” 
 
    “It?” 
 
    Paige shrugged into the hopelessness of it all. “I don’t know, love?” 
 
    Instead of worry, her mother’s face grew gentle. “He let you down.” 
 
    Tipping her head, Paige raised her eyebrows. “Ya think?” 
 
    “And you thought he would never do that.” 
 
    It was becoming less and less clear that this discussion boded well for talking her into believing that this relationship had any hope of surviving.  
 
    “You thought,” her mother continued, “that he was perfect, Prince Charming and Superman all wrapped into one. That he’d never make a mistake, never do anything to hurt you. And then you found out that he’s human like the rest of us. He’s not perfect, and loving him is going to require you to trust somebody that you know can make mistakes.” 
 
    Slipping down onto the couch, Paige grabbed a throw pillow and hugged it tightly. “That’s bad, huh?” 
 
    “Bad?” her mother asked with a tip of her head and a slight smile. “Well, I don’t know about that.” 
 
    Paige dropped into puzzlement. “What do you mean? How is that not bad?” 
 
    Her mother paused and let out a long breath. “Paige, honey, I’d love to be able to tell you that life is fair, that everything that happens is going to bring you sunshine and happiness forever and ever, amen. But the truth is, life is messy. Life is a challenge. It’s heart-breaking, and it’ll make you so mad, you can’t see straight and so sad you can’t see through the tears. It’s nothing personal. It does that to everybody. We all have trials and hurts and really tough things that threaten to break us in half. 
 
    “But it’s in meeting those challenges and learning to deal with them that we grow and become what we’re meant to become.” As she looked at Paige, her eyes grew soft. “As your mom, I want to protect you from all of that. But I also know that I can’t. You need to face things and make decisions. You don’t need me to fight all your battles. You need to learn to fight your own. And sometimes, that’s really hard for me to remember and let you do. I know you’ve had a really hard time since Nelson’s been gone, and I know that him coming back has been tough on you too. But that’s not because you’re doing it wrong. It’s because you’re trying to find your footing again, you’re trying to figure out if this is a relationship worth holding onto and building on, or if there’s just not enough there to save.” 
 
    Paige scrunched her nose. “I think I liked the fairy tale better.” 
 
    Her mother shook her head. “Every relationship that’s going to go the distance has to step out of the fairy tale phase, and that’s hard. It is. It’s probably one of the hardest parts of a relationship because it means you’re starting to have to get real with each other, to stop hiding behind the image and get honest. You start to realize you both have flaws and you’re not always going to be on the same page with each other. Heck, sometimes you’re not even in the same book.” 
 
    That made Paige laugh. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean there’s something inherently wrong with the relationship. It just means you’re in a relationship. The question you’ve got to answer is, is Nelson someone you want to build a relationship and a future with? Is he worth doing the work it’s going to take to build something real?” 
 
    Paige suddenly feeling really tired. “Does it get better?”  
 
    “It does,” her mother said. “And it gets worse.” 
 
    “Gee, that’s encouraging.” 
 
    Her mother smiled. “Just trying to keep it real.” 
 
      
 
    When Nelson made it back, he went into the kitchen to get a glass of water and had just filled the thing when Bella came in, yipping for all she was worth. 
 
    “Bell… Bella,” Nelson said, trying to shush her. “Good grief, dog. It’s just me.” 
 
    “Nelson?” Janet called from back by her room. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s just me.” He dumped the rest of the water in the sink and scooped the wriggling fur ball up from the floor. Absently, he ran his hand down her kinks and curls. “Wow. You are high maintenance. Did anybody ever tell you that?” 
 
    Heading into the living room, he found the lamp still on as well as the television though nothing was actually playing. He picked up the remote and clicked the thing off. His plan was to do the same with the lamp, but before he got the chance, Janet came out in her robe and slippers. 
 
    “Did Paige leave?” she asked, and Nelson was surprised by the awkward question. 
 
    “Yeah. I took her home. She’s got work tomorrow and so do I.” 
 
    Janet nodded, but she looked like she was about to be shot. “Listen, Nelson, I’m really sorry about tonight…” 
 
    Puzzled, Nelson looked at her even as he continued to pet Bella. At least the dog wasn’t throwing a conniption anymore. “Sorry? What for?” 
 
    A second and Janet deflated. “I’m… I just… Paige… She’s really a wonderful young woman, so smart and sweet. I can see now why you fell for her so hard.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Nelson said, still confused as to why she was apologizing. 
 
    “I just… I feel so bad about what I said about the two of you before, when you were going to Northwestern that you should break up with her…” 
 
    “Oh, that.” He waved her off. “Yeah, well, it’s cool. I think I know why you did now.” 
 
    “Does… does she hate me?” Janet asked, her voice shaky with concern. 
 
    “Hate you? Paige?” Nelson asked in confusion. “I don’t think so. Why would you say that?” 
 
    As he stood there, looking at her, Nelson saw with no trouble the deep misery in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m just… I’m not very good at this whole mother thing. I want to be, but I feel like I keep messing it up.” 
 
    Nelson almost laughed at that, but it came out a breath. “You’re not… No, Janet. It’s not…” But then, he thought about what Paige had said, how she never knew where she stood with them, how she got the feeling that they hated her and thought she wasn’t good enough. Slowly he let the pieces slide around him and click into place.  
 
    “I’m sorry about tonight,” Janet said before he got any more out. “I know you wanted to make a good impression.” 
 
    Impression. Image. Mask. 
 
    This breath was slower as it dropped him from shallow right into serious. “Janet,…” 
 
    “No. I know this is so important to you and to your dad.” 
 
    “Dad?” Nelson asked. “What does he have to do with anything?” 
 
    Janet hesitated, but whether she knew it or not, he was going to hear the full story one way or the other. “It’s just… Well, we’ve talked about it, about you and Paige, and he thinks…” 
 
    What was it with these women? Nelson wondered when she stopped, and his patience thinned dangerously. It was like they got right to the edge of actually saying something and then stepped back, afraid to go any further. 
 
    Carefully, he bent and put Bella on the floor and she waggled off into the darkness toward Janet’s bedroom door. Coming back up, he put his hands on his waist before folding them in front of himself. Maybe Paige wasn’t so off-base after all. “He thinks what?” 
 
    It was clear Janet thought she had said too much as her gaze plummeted from his.  
 
    “Did he say something to you?” Nelson asked, growing more and more concerned with each passing second and frankly skirting right up to furious without realizing it was so close. “Did Dad say something about Paige?” 
 
    When Janet’s gaze came up, it was filled with apprehension. “He just said that Paige reminds him a lot of your mom.” 
 
    “My…?” Nelson uncoiled at that. “He said that?” 
 
    Janet nodded, and there were tears threatening in her eyes now. “He said he sees in you the way he was with your mom, like she brings out the best in you, like you’re different when she’s around, more open and… happy.” 
 
    For some unknown reason, that didn’t make Nelson happy. “Okay. So if Dad’s onboard, what’s the problem then?” 
 
    She shook her head, fighting not to crumple into the tears. “I just don’t want to mess it up, that’s all. I don’t want to be the reason this doesn’t work between you two.” 
 
    That smacked into Nelson and left him completely bereft of all words. “Wh…? I’m… Okay?” 
 
    “I just feel like everything I do is wrong when she’s around. I try to talk to her, and it’s like everything I say makes her uncomfortable, like she doesn’t want to be anywhere around me.” 
 
    Well, there was a lot of that going around. Nelson scratched at the edge of his nose. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think that’s all you. I think you’re both worried about what the other one is thinking, and it’s making everyone super uncomfortable.” 
 
    “She said that?” Janet asked in concern. “She’s worried that I don’t like her?” 
 
    Although there had been a time when Nelson would have backtracked and tried to smooth over the truth, he was beginning to think that didn’t help anything. “She just… She wants you guys to like her, and she thinks… Well, she thinks that you guys think she isn’t good enough.” 
 
    “Good enough?” Janet asked in horror. “She said that? She thinks we think she’s not good enough? Why would she think that? Did I say something? Did Joe say something to her…?” 
 
    Nelson shook his head. “I don’t think it’s about now. I think it’s about before. I tried to tell her that you guys are cool with us, but…” 
 
    With a shake of her head, Janet let out a breath. “Oh, Nelson, I’m really sorry. Really and truly I am. What can…? Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    That was a good question.  
 
     “I… I’m not sure.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    You got plans tonight? Lauren’s text showed up around 10:30 the next morning as Paige was fighting to get the Martin’s kitchen cleaned from breakfast. It would be time to start lunch if she didn’t get it cleaned now. 
 
    Leaning on the counter, she read the message and responded, Not sure. What’s up? 
 
    Wes is MIA. Going to look at another car. I’m on “not” babysitting Benj duty. Mom wants me to stay with him but it’s NOT babysitting. 
 
    Paige laughed. She hadn’t heard from Nelson all morning, and begging off plans with her best friend when she didn’t know if she had plans with her boyfriend seemed like the perfect excuse to put just a little more distance between her and the coming conversation with said boyfriend. You want me to bring the pizza? 
 
    You know me so well. 
 
      
 
    The job loading up seven tons of office equipment took far longer than Nelson had anticipated, so it was nearly noon when they broke for lunch that he was finally able to shoot her a text to see what they might be doing that evening. Probably he should call her, but he didn’t want to disturb her since she was working. At least that was a plausible reason. 
 
    Just wondering if you have plans tonight. Let me know. 
 
    He’d just taken a bite from his sandwich when his cell phone dinged. Sandwich in one hand, he picked the thing up in the other. 
 
    Think I’m hanging out with Lauren if that’s okay. 
 
    Frustration with himself over his own visceral reaction to that text coupled with the frustration of hearing the quiet request for permission drove into him, and he shook his head and dropped the sandwich. Both hands on the little device, his thumbs tapped in the message. ‘Course it’s all right. It’s cool. Have fun. 
 
    Sending it, he shook his head and took another bite before lifting the phone again. Hey, he texted Wes, you busy tonight? 
 
      
 
    “Benj, pizza’s here!” Lauren called when Paige got to their house around six. She hadn’t meant to be so late, but her trip home to freshen up, coupled with a pizza place that had no intention of hurrying had conspired to cost much more time than she would have thought. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    “Eh. No biggie. I just got back from walking Prince.” Lauren sniffed her shirt. “In fact, I smell like dog. You mind if I just slide through the shower before we eat?” 
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately Wes had a bad case of not being in town for the evening, and with the only other person who could conceivably be interested in hanging out with him being Greg, Nelson opted to go back to Janet’s instead. That was less-than-great for more reasons than one, and that increased by another when he pulled up and saw the rental car next to the curb. He didn’t have to ask what that meant, only what excuse he might have to find to get out of this. 
 
    “Oh, Nelson, hey,” his dad said from the kitchen when Nelson made it in the door. 
 
    “Hey.” There was tired in the syllable as well as guarded concern. 
 
    “I hope you’re hungry.” Wiping his hands off, his father came to the other side of the cabinet. 
 
    “You’re cooking?” Nelson asked, trying to conceal his surprise but not doing a very good job of it. 
 
    “Don’t get too impressed. It’s just hamburgers.” His father leaned his hip on the cabinet and regarded his son. “You headed out with Paige tonight?” 
 
    Crazy how Nelson both felt and heard two simultaneous meanings to that question. One of them was judgmental and dragged up defensiveness. The other was a sincere question meant only to get information. “Uh, no,” Nelson heard himself say, and again, there were two meanings—one defensive as if he’d just failed some life-or-death test, the other simply the truth. How could it be both? Why wasn’t it just the simple, honest truth? 
 
    “Oh,” his dad said, and Nelson braced for the question of why. “Okay, well, are you hanging out with Wes and Greg then?” 
 
    Nelson blinked in shock. Had his dad ever asked something like… well, like this? “Uh, no,” he answered, flailing for normal. “They’re… busy.” Well, one of them was anyway. 
 
    Slowly his dad nodded. “Well, Janet’s in the shower, but I made enough for you too if you want to join us when she gets out.” 
 
    Join… Wow, was this surreal. “I… Uh… Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “So how was Nelson’s last night?” Lauren asked as they lounged in her living room, devouring the part of the pizza Benj hadn’t taken out to the little workshop with him. Apparently they were supposed to go out and check on him once in a while without letting him know they were—something about blowing the place up? Paige wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t asking either. 
 
    “Good.” There was too much more, so she didn’t say that. 
 
    “Good-good, or just good?” Lauren asked as if trying to divine all that Paige wasn’t saying. 
 
    Paige let out a breath. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “No. Well, yeah… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Did you guys have a fight?” 
 
    That sent puzzlement into Paige. “Well, no, not exactly. Not… really. Just… We talked, you know?” 
 
    “A… bout?” 
 
    “About me wondering who to be when I’m around him.” 
 
    Lauren’s eyebrows went up. “Really? You talked about it?” 
 
    “Well, we tried. I don’t know, the whole night was just strange. We ate with Janet, and she was nice, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I can’t read her, you know? I’m… She seems nice.” 
 
    That corkscrewed Lauren’s face even as she got another piece of pizza. “Maybe she is.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I can’t tell. I just feel like every answer, every word, every everything, she’s looking at me and listing out in her head all the reasons she’s going to tell Nelson he’s crazy for being with me.” 
 
    “He’s crazy lucky if you ask me.” 
 
    Paige let out a sigh. “I just wish I believed that.” 
 
    “Did you think that before? Was it like this the first time?” 
 
    “Kind of. In a lot of ways, yeah. I mean, not… not when we were together.” Paige squinted into that. “But I always did kind of… brace for when he would break up with me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Shrugging, Paige let her gaze go down to the pizza in her hand and stick there. “Maybe because of how he was. Maybe because of me. I just… everyone was so in awe of him, I mean, what chance did I have?” 
 
    “Is it still like that?” 
 
    “It’s not the same. Now, I mean, he could’ve come back and gone out partying and being with other girls, but he didn’t, so there’s that.” 
 
    “So the biggest problem then is the whole Janet situation.” 
 
    “And his dad.” Paige widened her eyes. “Don’t forget his dad.” 
 
    Lauren nodded. “You know, not to be weird or anything, but Angela and I were talking about it the other night.” 
 
    “Angela?” Paige asked in barely concealed horror. “Wes’s mom?” 
 
    “The one and only.” Lauren took a drink and went back to the pizza. “She’s great. I mean, really great. She’s like a second mom anymore. We cook together and sometimes we go out. I’m thinking about taking her to get a mani-pedi when I get paid next time.” 
 
    “Wes’s mom,” Paige clarified. 
 
    “Yeah, you remember how cool she was that night we went out driving around.” 
 
    Paige nodded at that. She did remember, but she thought that was an aberration.  
 
    “So, it turns out, she’s always like that. ‘Course she’s still a mom though too, but she really cares about us—all of us, not just Wes. She asks about you guys a lot, how things are, what you’re doing for college, stuff like that.” 
 
    That was strange in a way Paige hadn’t realized it would be. Of course, she talked to her own mom about things, but talking about her friends with someone else’s mom seemed weird. “Okay.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Lauren said, dragging out the word dramatically, “we were talking about you and Nels and how things were now that he was back. I told her, okay, I mentioned about you and his parents. Nothing big. I just said you were kind of having a hard time with that.” 
 
    Paige raked in the hard scratch of betrayal. “And what did she say?” 
 
    “She said that it’s really hard for them, as parents too. You want your kid to find someone, but you also see how horribly wrong they could go in that department. Remember Becca? The chick Wes dated that one time?” 
 
    A surreal meeting at the movies streaked across her heart. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “Well, apparently, she must’ve been a real piece of work according to Angela. But she said when she kept hearing about me, she prayed like crazy he would at least give me a chance.” 
 
    A chance. It sounded so nice. 
 
    “But she also said how it was hard for her to know what to do, what to say to Wes, how much to say, what to say to me when I came over. I mean, I thought it was awkward and nerve-wracking for me, but to hear her tell it, maybe I wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    Lauren let out a long breath before tossing her crust back into the box. “I think this whole relationship thing is a lot harder than I thought it would be. I always thought it was just about him and me, but now… Like in Phoenix. He showed up, and all of a sudden, I’m introducing him to Aunt Jenny and Uncle Mike, and he’s sitting at dinner with us and people are coming by, shaking his hand, wondering who he is and how he fits. Not that that was bad. It was just not something I ever really thought about, you know?” 
 
    “It’s different than just dating,” Paige said, seeing something for the first time. “Dating is just about the two of you, going out, getting to know each other.” She sighed again. “I think that part was easy.” Then she smiled softly and tipped her gaze. “Well, kind of anyway. But this, this is like being on display, announcing to the world, ‘We’re a couple.’” 
 
    Agreeing, Lauren sat back with a nod. “That seemed so cool in high school. It seemed like the point of all of it, to be in a relationship. But now…” 
 
    “It’s not just one relationship,” Paige said, “and just because that one works doesn’t mean all the rest of them will too.” 
 
    As they thought that through, Lauren folded her hands. “I wish this was as easy as the movies.” 
 
    However, Paige smiled at that, thinking about Anne and Phillip. “I think maybe the movies try to show us, but it’s tough to make something so complicated stick in an hour and a half. I mean, okay, they go through all this horrible stuff—they’re apart, the world burns down around them, yada, yada, yada, but in an hour and a half, they’re together happily ever after.” 
 
    “Problem is nobody ever warned us about that happily ever after part.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
      
 
    Remarkably supper with his dad and Janet turned out to be if not enjoyable, than at least tolerable. In the back of his spirit, Nelson felt himself quietly listening to the undercurrent, bracing for that moment when it all started to go south. Interestingly, it was as if he had become two different people. One who was in the situation, and one observing himself from outside the situation. 
 
    When his father asked about his plans at Tech, Nelson felt himself tense up and his whole brain went into self-defense mode. However, he answered the questions—yes, he’d been accepted and his class schedule had been set for the fall, no, he still didn’t have a place to live—without going into meltdown mode a single time. For his part, his father simply listened and offered suggestions about how they might tackle the living situation. 
 
    Janet was quiet for most of the meal though she, too, made a few suggestions about how they might go about finding a place. For as crazy hard as the meal should have been, it didn’t turn out that way at all.  
 
    With the last of the meal gone, Nelson’s dad leaned back and stretched. “Boy, it’s nice to be back. I am so sick of take-out, you wouldn’t believe it.” He came forward and looked at the table just as Janet stood and reached for the plates. “Oh, hon,” he said, putting his hand on her wrist, “you go on. You’ve been cooking all week, let us get these.” 
 
    She looked momentarily stunned and on the very verge of protesting, but after a second, she closed her mouth. “I do have some laundry that needs folded.” 
 
    Standing, his father winked at her. “Race you.” 
 
    A breath and she grinned. “Not fair. You have help.” 
 
    “My secret weapon.” And the look he gave Nelson took his breath away. “You go on. We’ve got this.” 
 
    When Janet left with a brush to his father’s arm, Nelson stood awkwardly. He was on dish duty, but it had never felt like this. Picking up the plates and a couple of the glasses, he followed his father into the kitchen. The threat of awkward hung above them like Damocles’ sword.  
 
    “You know, Dad,” Nelson said. “I can get these. You cooked.” 
 
    However, his dad simply turned on the tap and started scraping off the plates before putting them in the dishwasher. “No way. I do that, Janet will accuse me of cheating.” He sounded so happy, Nelson couldn’t quite account for that. A big part of him wanted to ask, but he didn’t know how. 
 
    “I know I asked before,” his father finally said, “but just making sure, is everything good with you and Paige? Janet said she came over for a movie last night.” 
 
    Paige. Well, one thing was for sure, Nelson was starting to grasp just why Paige might feel awkward if the size of the lump in Nelson’s chest every time his father mentioned her was any indication of the pressure she felt. “Yeah. We watched ‘The Greatest Showman.’” 
 
    “I love that movie.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nelson said in surprise. 
 
    “I think I’ve watched it about 52 times since Tim suggested it.” 
 
    Nelson snagged on the name. “Tim?” 
 
    “Oh, my life coach, c-counselor,” his dad said, and it was the first real stumble Nelson had heard him make all night. 
 
    “So you’re still doing that?” Nelson asked. “The counselor thing?” 
 
    His father rinsed a glass and put it in the dishwasher as he nodded. “Twice a week, every week since April.” 
 
    “Wow.” Truly Nelson was impressed. 
 
    “It’s been good,” his father said. “Taught me a lot. Showed me why things have been so messed up my wh-whole life.” 
 
    For a split second, Nelson saw the rapids of where this conversation was going, but he breathed down the panic. “Oh, yeah? Like how?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, I’ve learned that I was really good at the chase but pretty terrible at what to do after the catch.” 
 
    “The catch?” 
 
    His dad tipped his gaze back toward the living room. “Getting them to fall in love was the easy part, loving them once I did, that was a real challenge.” 
 
    As crazy as it sounded, Nelson suddenly wanted dishes to last much longer than it looked like they might. “Really?” 
 
    “No doubt. Being a boyfriend, I could do that. Fl-flowers. Dinner. Dancing. That was easy. It was once I got the r-ring on their finger that things got to be a challenge.” 
 
    Nelson swallowed his own thoughts down. 
 
    “Like dishes.” His father rinsed the last one off and set it in the rack. “That was their job. It was beneath me. I had more important things to do.” 
 
    The office. Wow, did that thought knife hard into Nelson. “But you did,” he said in defense of his father. “Working, making a living, that was important.” 
 
    “Making a life is important,” his father said, and with the last dish in, he started the thing and flipped the dishrag onto the sink. “Making a living is just one part of that.” 
 
    Wisdom? Could this be actual wisdom from his own father? 
 
    “You got a minute?” his father asked. “I’d like to show you something.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” 
 
      
 
    With the pizza all gone, they went out and checked on Benj who had several pieces that really did look quite ominous arrayed around him in his dad’s shop. 
 
    “I’m not going to have to call the fire department, am I?” Lauren asked. “Because if you burn the place down, Mom and Dad aren’t going to be very happy.” 
 
    “I’m not burning nothing down. Would you scram already? I can’t think with you standing there like that.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll be in the house if you need us.” 
 
    “I won’t need you,” Benj called as they exited. 
 
    Outside, Lauren rolled her eyes at Paige. “Be glad you don’t have brothers.” 
 
    “One sister is enough for me.” 
 
    “How’s that going anyway? Have you heard from Taylor?” 
 
    “I think Mom’s talked to her,” Paige said as they went back inside, “but it’s been pretty quiet in Taylor world.” 
 
    “Is she still with Chris?” 
 
    “I think so. Not sure but they might even be living together.” 
 
    “Yee.” Lauren scrunched up her nose. “I know Taylor’s your sister and everything, but sometimes it’s hard to believe you two are even related.” 
 
    Sitting on the couch, Paige heaved a sigh. “I’m just glad Tech is a big place. Not sure I’m looking forward to running into her every day when we get there.” 
 
    “True that. So what do you say? Movie and popcorn?” 
 
    Paige grinned. “You know me so well.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m not very good at this,” Nelson’s father said as he grabbed a pen and paper from the drawer and led the way over to the table. 
 
    Trying not to feel the trepidation crawling around inside him, Nelson followed him to sitting at the table. The triangle his father drew was isosceles with only the bottom side being shorter. Nelson fought not to laugh at how his brain worked when it got nervous. 
 
    “So, okay, Tim and I’ve been talking about the impact tri-triangle, and it looks like this. This bottom level…” His father drew a horizontal line that split the bottom area. “… is called being ‘In debt.’” He wrote the words in the area, printing them carefully. “This is where you are going backward. And you can look at this like financially, so maybe you’re $90,000 in debt, or gr-grade wise, so you’re making D’s and F’s, or even like relationship-wise so you’re divorced or you can’t keep a h-h-healthy relationship. Maybe it’s a-a-a-abusive or v-violent. That kind of thing.” 
 
    Nelson nodded as he watched. 
 
    “Then when you move up out of th-that, you get to s-s-sustainability. That’s like paycheck-to-paycheck. You’re roughly at the breakeven point, which is better than being in debt, but one problem happens and you’re back down here.” He drew an arrow from the second rung to the bottom one. “Your car breaks down. You have a f-fight. You get a bad grade on a t-test. S-s-something like that.” 
 
    Squinting into trying to understand, Nelson nodded again. 
 
    “Now, here, we have prosperity.” His father drew a third rung and wrote the word. “That’s where you start to have a cushion against bad things happening. So m-maybe you have say $1,000 or $10,000 in the bank. So if the car breaks, you can get it fixed or get a new one. One problem won’t send you b-back down into debt. Or with a B, one bad grade doesn’t k-k-kill you.” 
 
    He partitioned yet another level higher. “When you get up here to this rung, that’s called Wealth. Here you have a lot of cushion. Gr-grade wise, that would be where you’re making all A’s.” 
 
    “So it would take a lot to drop all the way back down to failing,” Nelson said, pointing at the bottom. 
 
    “Exactly. Up here, you can han-han-handle stuff. Yes, you might have a fight, but you can work through it, it doesn’t bust everything up.” 
 
    Instantly, Nelson’s mind started asking where he and Paige might be on this little diagram, and it ripped his breath out that probably they were as low as sustainability. That’s sure how it felt anyway. 
 
    “But up here,” his father said, outlining the top-most rung of the triangle. “This is called Impact. This is where you have way more than enough so that you can start impacting other people’s lives. You’re not barely eeking out an existence, but you can act-acti-actively start m-m-making a d-d-difference.” 
 
    With a nod, Nelson tilted his head to look at the triangle better. “That makes sense actually.” 
 
    His father regarded him for a second before continuing. “Tim says most of us spend our lives t-trying to get out of here.” He traced over the bottom rung. “And t-trying to be or get up here.” Leaving off the top rung, he drew a line indicating the three middle rungs. “Sustainability. Prosperity. And wealth.” 
 
    Nelson nodded, now fully engrossed in the lesson. 
 
    “People call this part ‘Success.’” His father wrote the word diagonally down the side of the middle three rungs. “So we work cr-crazy hours and p-p-pile up m-m-m-m-money in the b-bank, trying to be a s-success. And what we miss is this top rung. Impact. We’re so b-b-busy trying to get out of here.” He drew a line in the bottom rung. “So we can get up here.” He drew another line in the middle three. “That we totally m-miss being up here.” He circled the top rung. 
 
    “That’s cool,” Nelson said, and he found he truly meant it with no reservation whatsoever. 
 
    “I think my pr-pr-problem has always b-b-been, I’ve been here most of my life.” Slowly his father circled the middle three rungs. “I spent m-m-most of gr-growing up down h…here.” He circled the bottom rung. “We d-d-didn’t have a lot of m-money. We m-m-moved around all-all-all the t-time. I never f-felt st-st-stable. I don’t know if we were actually in d-debt, but it s-s-sure f-f-felt like we w-w-were.” 
 
    Compassion wafted through Nelson as his gaze came up and landed on his father who had his gaze down, only on the paper. 
 
    “Wh-when I went to c-c-college, I-I kn-kn-knew I w-w-was d-d-d-down here. I just didn’t kn-know how to g-g-get up here.” However, the arrow only went to the middle three rungs. “I think that’s wh-why I w-w-worked so h-hard all-all-all the time when y-you were l-little. I just didn’t w-w-want us to go b-b-back down h-here.” The trip from the middle to the bottom was incredibly short and gut-wrenching. “M-my d-d-dad n-never th-th-th-thought I w-w-w-would b-b-be up h-here, and I w-w-was going to sh-sh-show him.” 
 
    Nelson’s gaze slipped over to the man now hunched before him. Although he’d heard some of this story before, it had never felt like this. 
 
    “B-but doing everything I could to be here, to keep-keep-keep us here,” his father nodded and circled the middle rungs, “I completely missed what was really important.” With no warning, his gaze came up and locked with Nelson’s.  
 
    Unable to look away, Nelson only got the words into his eyes that he understood. 
 
    “So dishes,” his father continued as his gaze fell back to the paper that was now hopelessly marked up, “would be up here.” He drew an arrow pointing at the top rung. “Spending time together and not at late meetings w-would also be up here. Making time to go do things together, that would be up here.” Nodding slowly, he bit his bottom lip and looked like he might cry. “Being there for you and for Janet. That’s up here. And I think I t-t-totally screwed that part up.” 
 
    Honestly, Nelson couldn’t argue with that though for his father’s sake, he wanted to. 
 
    “It’s strange,” his father continued with a tilt of his head before Nelson could find the words. “When I was in college, we watched a movie in cinema cl-class called ‘C-c-citizen Kane.’” 
 
    The revelation hit Nelson so hard, he almost didn’t recover. “You were in cinema class?” 
 
    His father smiled like someone had flipped a light on inside him. “I h-h-hated that class.” 
 
    Nelson smiled. He knew the feeling. 
 
    “At f-first anyway,” his father said, and there was an air of mystery sliding beneath the words.  
 
    “Why’d you change your mind?” Nelson asked, knowing why he himself had but curious for his father’s change of heart. 
 
    A glance and his father’s gaze returned to the paper in front of him. “Well, I kn-knew I was never going to be able to write those papers, so I cozied up to the prettiest blonde there. The same one I’d met at s-s-social services at the beginning of the s-semester.” 
 
    For one half-second Nelson hated this story, but then something else nudged into his consciousness when his father glanced at him. 
 
    “Sh-she was amazing. S-s-so sweet and kind to everyone.” His father tipped his gaze. “Fact, that’s probably why she didn’t tell me to get-get lost to begin with.” 
 
    “Mom?” Nelson asked, his breath barely able to get the word out, and his father nodded with a sad, soft smile. 
 
    Sitting there, watching his father, Nelson could almost see the memories as they traipsed across his heart. 
 
    “After the third movie, I asked her out for hot chocolate.” His father shrugged and smiled. “So we could talk about the m-movie for the paper. IHOP was open all night, and I th-think we left at about five in the morning.” 
 
    “Wait. You kept her out until five in the morning?” Nelson asked in shock. 
 
    His father only smiled at that. “We kept each other out until five in the morning.” 
 
    “Just talking?” Nelson asked to clarify. 
 
    “Just talking,” his father affirmed. “She spent the whole night trying to explain ‘Citizen Kane’ to me.” He shook his head. “I h-hated that movie.” 
 
    Nelson laughed out loud. “Well, she must’ve liked it.” 
 
    “No,” his father said with a laugh, “she hated it too. She just understood it b-better than I did.” 
 
    That pulled up a true laugh out of Nelson. “Wow. This must be some movie.” 
 
    “It is that.” His father shook his head. “Depressing as all get out to be honest with you. Oh, man, it was h-horrible. Horrible. Horrible. Horrible.” However, his gaze stayed on the paper. “At the end, Kane had all the wealth in the world. He had this huge mansion, all these statues, the best of everything. And when he died, he died all alone in that big, empty house with all those awful creepy statues. The papers all reported that a wealthy man had died and how his assets would be distributed.” That dropped his father into serious thoughtfulness. “He was h-here.” 
 
    Carefully he drew one line right at the top of wealth but right under impact. Slowly he nodded. “He had everything, every success, every accolade, everything most p-people only dream about h-h-having, and yet he d-died without having anything important. Without having anything of real value.” 
 
    A quiet hush fell across the dining room, and Nelson felt no need to breech it. It felt somehow calm and peaceful, not at all frantic, frustrated or worried. 
 
    “I th-think that’s what we m-miss, what I missed,” his father finally said, his voice low and almost eerily calm. “We spend so much time trying to be here.” He drew an arrow at wealth. “We m-miss figuring out how to be up h-here.” Nodding slowly, he seemed to sink even deeper into the thoughts. “I remember your mom that n-night. She kept saying, ‘Yeah, but don’t you want to make a difference? Don’t you want to m-m-matter?” He laughed softly at that. “All I wanted was to pass that stupid cinema class.” 
 
    Nelson laughed although he barely made a sound. “Did you?” 
 
    Very slowly his father nodded. “Because of her. And after that, I n-n-never wanted to ever be down here ever again. I-I wanted to be up here, to make a life for her. A good life, like she’d given me. 
 
    “She gave me a r-reason to not be down here anymore. She b-believed I could be up-up-up here.” His father sniffed hard and swiped at his nose. “I didn’t think I d-d-deserved to be up there, but she… she wouldn’t let me get by with th-that. Biggest regret of my life is that she wasn’t there to finally see me graduate. That diploma was as much hers as it was mine.” 
 
    Mesmerized, Nelson sat listening, soaking in the emotions as much as the stories. 
 
    “When we found out about you,” his dad said, “she never freaked. She never got mad or anything. I was a basket case, but she said we were just going to get to learn to love on a deeper level—each other and you.” A breath and his father’s gaze came up to his. “She was right j-just like she always was. I know, it’s t-t-taken me forever, and I have gotten a lot of things really, really wrong. But I’m finally start-start-starting to learn how to l-love like she did.” 
 
    In all honesty, Nelson was starting to understand Janet’s statement about his mother being an angel and wanting to meet her when she got to Heaven. She sounded like an amazing woman. 
 
    “I’m n-n-not great at it yet,” his father said, “but I’m tr…ying to learn to live up here.” Slowly he traced over that top triangle. Impact, living for others, significance. It was the sea-change he had witnessed in his dad. One he had never seen coming, but one he would be eternally grateful for. Not taking his eyes off the paper, his father tipped his head. “I have one other question, if it’s okay.” 
 
    Nelson couldn’t have turned the man down if his life would’ve depended on it. “What’s that?” 
 
    Carefully, his dad glanced up at him. “Janet s-said you’ve been going to church.” 
 
    Church. Holy smokes. That bomb went right off in front of him, blinding him with the shock for a second. “Uh, y-yeah. I go with Wes and Lauren.” The defensiveness was like a giant whack to his spirit, and as open as he was, he had no counter or time to deflect it. 
 
    His father nodded three times. “Okay. You can s-s-say n-n-n-no if you w-w-want. I don’t want to p-put you in an awkward position with your friends, but…” 
 
    It was like his whole life rested on that ‘but.’ 
 
    “I’ve been w-wondering,” his father said. “The truth is, I’ve been g-going in Atlanta, and I’ve t-t-talked with Janet about going here when I’m h-here, on the weekends, sometimes. We… Well, we thought it would be n-nice to g-g-go with y-you. B-but only if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Sitting there, looking at his father, Nelson could find no words anywhere in the fog of the shock. His father wanted to go to church? With him? 
 
    “Like I s-s-said,” his father continued, “it’s t-t-totally up to you.” 
 
    “Y-yeah,” Nelson finally got squeezed out of himself. “Of course. Of course you can come. That would be… awesome.” 
 
    The smile on his father’s face looked much like a sunrise. “Awesome? Are you s-sure about that?” 
 
    “Yeah. Absolutely.” 
 
    It was like a magnet had been placed in each of them, and they stood then and met with each only taking a single step forward. In his father’s arms. Nelson finally knew what home might feel like. 
 
    The hug lasted several seconds, and when his father patted him on the back, Nelson almost lost it completely. Was this what it was like to be loved? 
 
    When they stepped back from each other, both of them were swiping at their eyes, embarrassed but so happy it was inexpressible.  
 
    “Oh, and one other thing,” his dad said, still wiping his eyes. “Janet and I have talked about it, and I’m going to sh-ship the piano back here if that’s c-cool with you.” 
 
    “The piano? My… Are you serious?” 
 
    His dad shrugged. “Well, if you’re going to be a m-music major, then I th-think you will probably need a piano to practice on when you come home, right?” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” And just like that, Nelson was back in his father’s arms. Happiness had never felt this amazing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning, Nelson awoke before the sun came up. He was scheduled to be to work by seven, and rolling to the side, he picked up his phone to check the time. It hadn’t, in fact, gone off yet. It would be another ten minutes before he had to be up, and grateful for the extra time, he fell back onto the pillow and let himself think everything through. 
 
    Could life really be turning in a good direction for him after all this time? 
 
    After only another minute or two, carefully he pulled the covers from his legs and swung to sitting before rubbing his hands across his face and yawning. Yes, he still had eight more minutes, but with life this promising, who had time to sleep? 
 
      
 
    Paige ended up staying the night at Lauren’s—something she had hardly ever done. Most of the time when they had a sleepover, it was at her house.  
 
    As Paige sat, eating breakfast at nearly nine, Lauren’s mom was busy coordinating everyone’s schedules for the day. “Lauren, I need you to take Liam to driver’s ed and pick him up afterward. He needs to be there no later than 10:30.” 
 
    At the table next to Paige, Lauren rolled her eyes. “I have to walk Fancy at 11, and the driver’s thing is clear across town from Mrs. Vincent.” 
 
    “You can pencil your brother in between the dogs,” her mother said. “I’m taking Benj to Robotics day at the Discovery Zone, and Dad is working.” 
 
    It was clear Lauren wanted to argue and equally clear there was really no point to it. 
 
    “I can help,” Paige said, and both gazes turned to look at her. “What?” she asked with a raise of her shoulders. “The dog or Liam. I’m not picky.” 
 
      
 
    Somehow Nelson had expected at least a text from Paige, maybe a question of if they were doing something later or a good morning or how’s life. Something. 
 
    He tried not to think about it, to obsess over it, but that wasn’t easy because his brain didn’t have much else to dwell on as he made trip-after-trip outside to the truck with the dolly full of boxes. This was one of the bigger houses he’d moved this summer. Two stories and not a single room in the place would be called small.  
 
    To make matters worse, the current owners hadn’t really boxed much of anything up themselves so the job wasn’t just loading, it was boxing too. That never set overly well with Randy, so he was in a foul mood most of the morning, cursing under and even over his breath at boxes and tape and owners who chose not to do the boxing themselves. 
 
    For his part, Nelson did his best to box and schlep, box and schlep and forget about the fact that his phone had been cold dead silent all morning long. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully the day turned out to be nice. Sunny and hot. So a walk in the park, especially before noon, would be quite pleasant. Paige leashed Fancy and headed out. Across the streets and down the block, she simply let the day envelope her entire consciousness. She was tired of thinking about everything and trying not to think about everything. For this one moment, it was nice to just get out of her element and enjoy the day. 
 
    Of course, with everything right there waiting for the first opportunity to remind her, she couldn’t totally blank it all out, and halfway around the park, she caught sight of the play equipment and barely beat back the sigh that attacked her. Nelson. 
 
    He hadn’t texted her since she’d told him about going to Lauren’s. She hoped that wasn’t a bad sign. Things had been so weird between them on Thursday, and honestly, she knew that was mostly her fault. Why couldn’t she just chill out about everything and relax? Why did everything have to be Defcon Five, all-hands-on-deck, Five Alarm serious? Had she always been like this? Time and heartache had clouded everything to the point that sorting out what had been real and what was only her imagination twined things together so it was nearly impossible to untangle. 
 
    She wasn’t mad at him anymore. She was more frustrated with herself. He was back, and he clearly wanted to be with her. Why did that suddenly feel so terrifying? It was like she was standing on the precipice of everything she’d ever dreamed of, and only now, she saw the rocks below rather than the freedom that flying might afford her. 
 
    But what if she did it? What if she jumped and she couldn’t fly? What if it was all an illusion and the only real thing was the rocks below? He said… But… Was… It… Real…? 
 
      
 
    When she got home from walking Fancy, Paige sat down next to her bed and pulled out the box of memories. Somehow, she had to figure this out, make a decision, and not keep herself and him in limbo. Shaking her head, she dug out her notebook, the blue marbly one from her sophomore year. Words. They had been her lifeline back then, a place to give her heart the space it needed to work through all the disparate emotions that had seemed so very overwhelming at the time. 
 
    She opened the notebook to one of the last pages that had something written on it.  
 
    I never knew what it was to be me. 
 
    To feel the way I feel. 
 
    To believe in something real. 
 
    To believe that I can be… 
 
    What’s inside of me. 
 
    Shaking her head as ache carved into her heart, she brushed at her face. 
 
    You’re more than I ever thought 
 
    More than I ever knew. 
 
    More than I ever dreamed. 
 
    Paige let out a long breath. Part of her asked why she was torturing herself by doing this, part could not quit reading. 
 
    You’re the peace I’m seeking. 
 
    My heart that’s beating. 
 
    And every day 
 
    I see 
 
    I’m becoming more of me 
 
    Because of you. 
 
    The ache slid back and forth across her heart, reminding her in exquisite terms of who she had been back then. Trusting. Open. Loving. Free. 
 
    Where had that girl gone? Had she ceased to exist? Or was she simply hiding, afraid that trusting again would send her headlong into the abyss with no hope of return? 
 
    Don’t let the world 
 
    Tell you we’re not right. 
 
    Just listen to your heart, 
 
    Let it be your guide. 
 
    Because I never knew what it was to be me 
 
    To feel the way I feel. 
 
    To believe in something real. 
 
    To believe that I can be. 
 
    What’s inside of me 
 
    Because of you, 
 
    I’m finally  
 
    Becoming me. 
 
    Putting her head back on the bed, Paige thought through it all. As much as she wanted to go back to that girl, she knew too much now, and it had made her afraid. And she knew then that fear had somehow webbed its way around her heart. 
 
    The little ding of her phone brought her back from the midst of the reverie, and she picked it up. 
 
    Hey.  
 
    Her breath left. Nelson. 
 
    Just wondering what you’re up to? Didn’t want to call if you’re hanging out with Lauren, but wondering if maybe you want to get together later. 
 
    Together. Her hand shook as she brushed it over the page.  
 
    “Paige,” her mom called from the kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah,” she called back, sliding the notebook off her lap and over next to the box as she stood, leaving her phone on the floor as well. 
 
    “Can you come help me with these groceries?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    The last box was loaded onto the truck at four-thirty, and the first thing Nelson did was check his phone. He hadn’t felt it go off, but surely, he’d just missed it. However, sad emptiness settled over him when he realized, he hadn’t missed her reply. She simply hadn’t sent one. 
 
    Deciding that he couldn’t just sit around and wait, he hit three buttons to dial her number as he strode out to his car. Inside, he swiped at his forehead and sat waiting as the phone rang three times before going to the voicemail. At that, anger started clawing up from the center of him even as he beat it back. Where was she? Surely if something tragic had happened someone would have gotten a hold of him. 
 
    He dialed her number again, not even bothering to start the car. 
 
    “Hey, this is Paige. Sorry I missed your…” 
 
    Nelson snapped off the call mid-message. There were only two options—either she didn’t have her phone, which was less-than-likely, or she was ignoring his calls. That dropped like an anvil right in the middle of his gut. What if this was more serious than just some qualms about his parents? What if Paige really decided he wasn’t worth all the angst he’d put her through? What if, just at the moment he thought life was going to finally be worth living again, his happiness was snatched away and gone forever? 
 
    Would she really do that? Would she decide that…? 
 
    The very thought of it pulled panic into the center of his being. Only together. Only… 
 
    “No, Paige, please,” he begged her as he started the car. “Please don’t give up on me. Not now. Not after everything…” 
 
      
 
    When Paige got back to her room after helping her mom, she picked up her phone and slid onto the bed. One look and she knew she had to call him back. She had to, but wanting to was a different story. Touching the buttons one a time slowly, she flipped onto her back and let her gaze slide across the ceiling before she closed her eyes and willed the craziness inside her down. 
 
    “Paige?” he asked in concern the second he answered. “Is… Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She smashed her lips together, hearing all the lies she could tell him rush through her. “I was just helping my mom.” 
 
    “Oh.” Relief flooded his voice. “Okay. Wow. I was… I was hoping nothing was wrong.” 
 
    “No. Nothing’s wrong,” she lied as she rolled over and looked out at the sunny day. It made her want to cry. 
 
    “Well, good. So, are you busy? You want to go do something later?” 
 
      
 
    Nelson heard her hesitation, and he fought not to think what it might mean. 
 
    “Uh, we could,” she said, but there was no real energy behind the words. 
 
    His mind raced through the possibilities—what could they go do that would entice her to sound more excited about it? Unfortunately, those options kept smashing into just how she sounded, and he knew she was only saying yes because he’d asked. “Did you and Lauren have a good time?” he asked, trying a different tack. 
 
    “Yeah. I went and walked Fancy this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How was that?” 
 
    “Good,” and her voice started to sound more peaceful. “Just glad I don’t have to walk Prince.” 
 
    He laughed despite the concern flooding through him. “I hear you there.” 
 
    “You working today?” she asked, and Nelson began to get the feeling that she was more comfortable with this from a distance.  
 
    Instead of turning toward her place, he turned for Janet’s. If this was how Paige wanted it, he would do his best to be cool with that. “Yeah. You would not have believed this house. It was huge.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Where was it?” 
 
    They talked then—about big houses and small houses, image houses and comfortable ones. Funny, Nelson had never really thought other people had preferences one way or the other. He’d only ever thought in terms of what a house might say about how well-off the occupants of it were. “Have you ever wondered about us?” he asked when he got back to Janet’s. In his room, he pulled off his workboots and let them ca-thunk on the floor. 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “Yeah, like all of us. Wes, you, me, Lauren, Greg. I guess I never really thought about it until I came back. Maybe it’s because Janet’s new place is so different than the one we were in before.” 
 
    “Explain that.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s just… well, like Wes. Him and his mom live in this tiny, little duplex thing.” 
 
    “And?” she asked, and he heard the suspicion underneath the syllable. 
 
    “And… Wes is still just Wes to me. I never really thought about it before, never really thought about how different we all are in… what we came from? I mean, everybody always seemed to make this big deal about where you were at on the social ladder and where your parents were on the financial ladder. I guess I’m just realizing that for us, that never really mattered. Greg had a big house and two parents. Yours was medium. Wes’s was tiny, and all he had was his mom. Mine was somewhere in the middle, but my parental situation was a complete disaster. We’re all so different, and yet, somehow it just… works.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, and her voice fell not in sadness but into thought. “It’s weird, you know? Back before I really knew you guys, I always thought you all probably grew up in mansions with perfect home lives. I’m not sure why, but even when I think about you back then, you just looked so perfect on the outside, I had no idea that what was real would turn out to be so different.” 
 
    Although there had been a time that kind of honesty would’ve freaked him out, Nelson understood it now, and he found he was okay with it. “You know, sometime, I’m going to have to show you this thing my dad was showing me the other night.” 
 
    “Your dad?” she asked with concern. 
 
    Nelson laughed softly. “Yeah, surprised the heck out of me too. He’s really changing though, my dad. For the longest time, I thought it was me. I thought he was on me all the time because I was doing something wrong. Now I’m starting to see that he’s not just a dad, he’s an actual real person… if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know. I talk to Mom now sometimes, and it’s like I’m talking to a person not just someone who has the power to ground me or whatever.” 
 
    “You know, he was telling me about when he met my mom.” 
 
    “Seriously? I thought he never talked about that stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, he didn’t. But it’s the craziest thing. They actually met in cinema class at Northwestern.” 
 
    “Cinema class?” she asked. “Like the movie class you took?” 
 
    “Yeah. Isn’t that crazy?” He settled back onto the pillows and looked up at the ceiling. “He was telling me about this movie they watched, ‘Citizen Kane,’ and how he didn’t get it at all. So he asked her out for hot chocolate, which is so not what I ever thought about my dad when he was in college. But they went to IHOP and sat there and talked about the movie until five in the morning.” 
 
    “Five? Wow. That’s some first date.” 
 
    Nelson laughed. “He said they both hated the movie, but Mom kept trying to explain it to him because they had to write this paper on it for the class.” 
 
    “Sounds familiar,” Paige said, and he heard her smile. 
 
    “I know, right? It’s just so crazy to think that maybe I’m not that different, that we’re not that different than they were back then. To be honest, I always thought my dad was the guy that had life all figured out from the get-go, and now I’m starting to think he’s been feeling his way around in the dark the whole time a lot like I feel like I’m doing.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “Okay, I know about the whole stage fright thing and how you felt weird about the music thing, but everything else… I mean, you were always…” 
 
    “Total bluff,” Nelson said.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Big time. I was winging it most of the time and faking it the rest.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “No. I’m not. I’m not lying at all. If you only knew how many things I just knew I had to be crazy to even try. President of Student Council.” 
 
    “But you were great at that.” 
 
    “I had no clue what I was doing.” 
 
    “You did too,” she said. “Remember when we decorated the gym for Spring Fling.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh. Remember all those hula hoops?” 
 
    She laughed out loud at that. “I bet they still have those at Adams stacked in some closet somewhere.” 
 
    “No doubt. But yeah, how that ever turned out like it did, I’ll never know. Only thing I do know is it wasn’t because of me.” 
 
    “Well, it was because of somebody. Let me tell you, you were a tough act to follow.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    “Ugh. Trust me, my junior and senior years? All they did was hang a few streamers, put out some awful punch and call it good. It was pitiful if you want to know the real truth.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe we went a little overboard.” 
 
    “You say that, but how much is a great memory worth? I mean, hula hoops covered with lights on the ceiling? Dancing to the best band ever?” 
 
    Nelson smiled at that. “With the best girl ever.” 
 
    “Nelson?” Janet called softly from the other side of his door, and he sat up. “You home?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he replied. “Hang on, Paige.” 
 
    “K.” 
 
    “Can I come in?” Janet asked. 
 
    “Uh, sure.” 
 
    The door opened and she peeked in. “We were just wondering if you were going to be here for supper tonight. Your dad’s cooking so we’re hoping it will be edible.” 
 
    A second and Nelson nodded. “Uh, Paige, is it cool if I just hang out here for tonight? Dad’s home, and…” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, and she sounded relieved, which Nelson tried not to hear. “I think my mom and dad are going to be home tonight too.” 
 
    “K,” Nelson said, and he looked up at Janet. “Yeah, I’ll be here, but just me.” 
 
    Janet nodded, and a small light flickered in her eyes. “Tell Paige I said hi.” 
 
    When she had closed the door, Nelson laid back on the pillows once again. “Janet says hi.” 
 
    The hesitation was clear. “Tell her hi back.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    When the call ended nearly an hour later, Nelson felt a little more stable with the relationship. However, he’d had a good taste of what it would be if she just walked away, and he had to say, he definitely didn’t like it. Going out, he found his dad and Janet in the kitchen, banging pans and chatting away. Strange how strange that was. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, going in, and they both turned. 
 
    “Burning up the phone lines huh?” his dad asked with a grin. “I remember those days.” 
 
    “You’re still in those days,” Janet reminded him, and he grinned at her and bent down for a small peck. 
 
    Nelson ducked and laughed. “Good thing it’s all wifi and cell towers now. The phone lines might melt.” 
 
    “True that,” his dad said, and Nelson puzzled at his dad trying to sound cool.  
 
    “Uh, I was just going to see how long it’s going to be,” Nelson said. “I was thinking I should probably take a shower, but I can do that afterward if that would be better.” 
 
    “Eh,” Janet said, checking the stove, “you’ve got a good 30 minutes before this is done.” 
 
    “Cool. Then I’ll just slide through and be back to help set the table.” 
 
    His dad nodded. “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    At supper that night with her parents, Paige thought about what they had talked about, about their parents just being people who were trying to figure things out as they went. She’d never really seen them like that, but now, as she listened, she heard faint whispers she had never noticed before.  
 
    Her dad was talking about work and how he had a client that was driving him nuts. Her mom talked about how she really needed to start back to the gym, but she was thinking about waiting until Paige headed off to college in September. Neither seemed particularly excited about the empty nest syndrome they were facing. 
 
    “You do know I’ll be back,” Paige finally said. “It’s not like…” She caught herself at the last second. “I promise I will. I’ll be back to need money and have Lauren over to paint our toenails and get in trouble for spilling the paint.” 
 
    Her mother smiled at that. “It’s weird how important that seemed at the time. You know you can’t even see that spot in the carpet anymore.” 
 
    “Fingerprints on the mirrors,” her dad said wistfully. “I thought those things were going to be there forever.” 
 
    With a nod, her mother pursed her lips. “Seems like forever got really short all of a sudden.” 
 
    “But it’s not over,” Paige said as tears stung the backs of her eyes. “It’s not. We’re just moving into a different chapter, and who knows, maybe this one will be good too.” 
 
    Gently her mother nodded. “Let’s hope so.” 
 
      
 
    After supper, his dad suggested they watch ‘The Greatest Showman,’ and Nelson laughed as he carried the plates to the kitchen. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you’re addicted to that movie.” 
 
    “You say addicted, I say fascinated.” His dad started rinsing off dishes. “You know, it’s funny, I keep thinking I wish they’d had these kinds of movies when Lysette and I were in cinema class back in the day. If they had, I might have actually gotten something out of it.” 
 
    “Ha,” Janet said before Nelson got his own thought through his head and out of his mouth. “You didn’t even want to watch it with me the first time. I believe your exact words were ‘A musical? You want me to watch a musical?’”  
 
    “Sometimes,” his dad said as he leaned down for a kiss, “you know me better than I know myself.” 
 
    “Sometimes?” she asked, and she put her hand on his back as he kissed her again. 
 
    “Good point,” he said, and with hands still in the sink water, he let his gaze hold her for another long second. 
 
    Nelson really wanted to rib them and say ‘Break it up already,’ but he found he didn’t want to break this lovely spell. It was kind of nice to just be together and not be bracing for the fight that was about to start any second.  
 
    “You know,” he said, “I actually took cinema class this last semester, and we did watch ‘The Greatest Showman.’” 
 
    “Well, go Northwestern,” his dad said as he went back to the dishes. “So they finally got better taste in movies. What a concept.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m thinking I’m going to have to watch that ‘Citizen Kane’ one,” Nelson said, “just to see how terrible it really is.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” his dad said with a laugh. “No. ‘Terrible’ would be a compliment to that movie. The only one that was worse was ‘A Clockwork Orange.’ Now that was a horrible movie.” 
 
    “Well, it can’t be any worse than one of the ones we watched this year,” Nelson said, bringing two pans from the stove. “’Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind.’ That was a horrible movie.” 
 
    “Wait. I didn’t know you saw that one,” Janet said. “I actually liked that movie.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. You liked that?” Nelson asked. “Yuck. I don’t think I slept for a week after that one. Only one that was worse was ‘A Beautiful Mind.’” 
 
    “Oh, come on now,” Janet said as she started the dishwasher. “That one was really good.” 
 
    “I don’t think I ever saw it,” his dad said. 
 
    “Yeah, you did. We rented that when we were going together, remember? About the guy… what was his name again?” 
 
    “John Nash,” Nelson supplied. 
 
    “Yeah, and he was that professor that had schizophrenia?” 
 
    “Oh, and he saw people that weren’t there,” his dad said. “I do remember that one. So what was so terrible about that one?” 
 
    “Well,” Nelson said. “it probably didn’t help that I’d just had a roommate show up out of nowhere and upend my entire life right before that.” 
 
    “Is that the one that calls sometimes?” Janet asked, which surprised Nelson. He hadn’t realized she was even paying attention. 
 
    “Yeah. LJ. I went with his family to Spring Break back in March. Great people. In fact, his uncle owns C-Tech.” 
 
    “C-Tech?” his father asked as they finished in the kitchen and headed into the living room. “Like the C-Tech?” 
 
    “Yep, but you wouldn’t know it, hanging out with them. I mean, okay, their beach house was more like a mansion, but they were both super down-to-earth. Really nice people.” Sitting in the chair as Janet sat on the couch and picked Bella up to sit with her while his dad went over to the television. “In fact, you know that thing you were showing me the other night about the pyramid?” 
 
    “Yeah?” his father said as he started working the thing to get it ready for the movie. 
 
     “It’s weird until right now I never could quite figure them out.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Janet asked. 
 
    “Well, I mean, clearly they have like a bazillion dollars, so I would’ve thought they would be one way. Not just nice but like rich, you know? But they weren’t like that at all. In fact, Mr. Cohen, Daniel, he’s trying to learn how to play the guitar because his dad never wanted him to when he was growing up. He had this whole going to make it come hell or high water thing going on because of his…” Nelson looked up, caught sight of his own father, and stopped with a swallow before continuing, his mind now split between reality and something deeper. “His dad pretty much told him he was a loser and Daniel spent forever trying to prove his dad wrong.” 
 
    As his own father came over and sat down by Janet on the couch, working the remote, Nelson shook his head. Had it really been right there all along?  
 
    “The crazy thing is, they didn’t just make me want to be wealthy, like the pyramid. They really showed me that impact is way more important than just wealth.” Nelson let out a soft breath as he thought deeper and deeper still into all of it. “And it’s so funny, thinking about things like that because like LJ, he made a huge impact on me, but he didn’t really have a lot of money wealth, and Wes too. It’s not like he’s rolling in it, but when the chips were down, and I really needed someone to lean on, he was there. Every single time.”  
 
    Nodding, he squinted into all of it. “You know, I went to Northwestern,” he said and picked up his hands at them, “and not that this is anybody’s fault, but I went there because I thought that was how I was going to get to wealth, and I thought wealth, like as in money-sense, would fix everything. I thought that was how life would finally feel okay, that I could be okay if I just had that.” His gaze went to the television that had started the movie but was on pause on the frame with P.T. striking a pose behind the stands because his father had paused it there. “It’s like P.T. I thought money was going to fix… me. I thought if I just had money, wealth, then I’d feel better about myself. But it’s like Phillip at the end, it wasn’t the money that made him who he was, it was how he’d found a way to have impact, to create solid relationships, even with Anne, that really mattered. It’s crazy,” he said softly. “It’s just like Elaine said, it all fits.” 
 
    “Who’s Elaine?” his father asked, and only then did Nelson pick up on how carefully they were both watching him, listening. It was as if they were stunned by the young man they suddenly saw in front of them. 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “Daniel’s wife. She’s a psychologist, and let me tell you, if you ever want ice cream and Doritos in the middle of the night, she’s the one to call.” 
 
    They both puzzled at that. 
 
    “Long story,” Nelson said and lifted his chin to the television. “You know I’m going to have this movie memorized, right?” 
 
    His dad laughed. “I think we all are.” And he hit play. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    As with every other time Nelson had watched ‘The Greatest Showman,’ he saw not what he had seen before but something altogether new. This time, he saw what someone else believing in you could really do, how that could change how you viewed yourself and life. It started when P.T. found Lettie and drove into Nelson when young Helen handed the bearded lady the leaflet. There was such love and sweet compassion in the child’s eyes. He’d never really noticed that before. 
 
    Maybe it was because he now knew the full story and could view current scenes in relation to what he knew came later, but when P.T. boosted Lettie to get her onto the stage the first time, it made him gasp. No wonder Lettie was so crushed later. No wonder… 
 
    Over and over again, throughout this time through the movie, Nelson saw it—what someone believing in you could mean and what it meant when that belief crashed and burned. The letdown. The terrible betrayal. And the courage it took to fight through those flames to be able to have the strength to sing ‘This is Me’ anyway. 
 
    Bruised by the world’s judgment, forced to hide who you really are, unloved, unwanted, unnoticed but to be laughed at. And then one person believes, and in that acceptance, strength is found. But the road is not easy, the climb not small, and when the betrayals happen, it’s what’s inside that propels a person through or breaks them down completely. 
 
    His mind threw out the questions with frightening velocity. 
 
    Are you a Barnum who believes but betrays? Are you a Phillip who believes until the world casts an askance glance? Are you a Charity who keeps believing through the hurt and even betrayal? Who are you, the movie seemed to ask him. When you sing, ‘This is Me,’ what does that mean to you? 
 
    When the movie ended, his mind was spinning just as fast as it normally did or even a gear or two faster. In fact, his dad had turned the volume down and the two of them had started talking before Nelson really came out of the thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah,” his dad was saying, “that part with P.T. with his father. That gets me every time. It’s like you can just feel the father’s d-disappointment in him. I m-mean, no wonder Barnum grew up f-f-feeling less than. His dad practically dr…illed that into him.” 
 
    “Every time I watch it, I just feel for Anne,” Janet said. “Charity too, like when Barnum comes back after the fire and the whole Jenny Lind fiasco. It’s so tough when you’re just at the mercy of whatever he decides.” 
 
    “It took me f-forever to figure out that he had mortgaged their home to do the Jenny Lind thing,” his dad said. “And I’m a banker, that should have been obvious.” 
 
    “That house was his dream,” Janet said, “yes, his symbol of him and Charity, but it was what he’d always wanted, and yet he was willing to throw it all away—to mortgage it, gamble it. Why?” 
 
    “Because,” Nelson said, “I think that’s the point. Nothing ‘out there’ was ever going to fill the hole he had ‘in here.’” He put his fingers to his chest. “When you have a hole in here and you try to fill it with out there, it will never work. I learned that one the hard way.” 
 
    His dad laughed softly. “Yeah. You and me both.” He tightened his embrace around Janet. “You know, the thing that gets me is that apart from his father-in-law, who let’s face it was a real jerk the entire m-movie, really who was judging Barnum? I mean, you get hints of it, the girls at the ballet, him talking to Charity, but m-mostly it was because he didn’t believe h-himself that he was enough.” His dad tipped his head. “Been there. Done that one.” 
 
    “I think we all have,” Janet said as she slowly petted Bella. “I know I’ve always felt less-than because I didn’t finish college.” 
 
    Looking down at her, his dad puzzled. “You never told me that.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It never came up. Besides, I was kind of hoping you never noticed.” Her gaze came up to his, and even across the room, Nelson saw the trembling vulnerability her eyes were trying to hide. In fact, it reminded him way too much of someone else he knew.  
 
    “It’s weird,” his father said gently, “because I did finish college, and I still f-feel like that. I know I sure did back then. I remember going to church a few times in college. I h-h-hated it with a passion because I just kn-knew everyone there was judging me, like they were so much better than me.” 
 
    A flash in the recesses of Nelson’s mind brought him back to a piano in a church and Pastor Mark’s face was right there. What had he said about the last time he had seen Nelson’s mom? That she had left because her new boyfriend, Joe, got angry at one of the youth group meetings? Nelson pulled in a slow breath filled with ache. So many pieces fit now, he could hardly keep up with them all. 
 
    “And we make so many bad decisions when we feel judged,” Janet said. “It’s like nothing we do feels right, like any way we go is going to be wrong.” 
 
    “If I take the job, I’m s-selfish,” his father said. “But if I don’t, I’m never going to m-move up the ladder and be a-a-able to prove myself.” 
 
    “Everybody’s going to figure out I don’t know what I’m doing,” Janet said. “Then what?” 
 
    “So I can’t let anyone know,” Nelson said, and they both looked over at him. “I can’t be myself. I can’t be me. I have to put on the mask and keep it there, or they will all know.” 
 
    All three of them slipped into silence. 
 
    “Is it just me, or is t-taking that m-m-mask off really scary?” his dad asked in the stillness. 
 
    “Terrifying,” Janet said. 
 
    “But maybe,” Nelson said, “that’s where really living starts.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson was still thinking about the movie and life when he got into bed later. His dad was once again on the couch, and Nelson smiled at that. He would never have believed his dad capable of being humble—washing dishes, spending time watching movies, sleeping on couches. It was inspiring in a way Nelson hadn’t foreseen. 
 
    As he lay in the dark, his thoughts turned as they always did to Paige. Sweet, beautiful, kind Paige. She reminded him of the two daughters in the film, so trusting, innocent, and loving. Maybe that’s why Barnum’s abandonment of them cut so deeply. They were love personified, belief in him in the flesh, and he actively chose to push them aside in pursuit of the world’s accolades.  
 
    It was as if Barnum gave the oldest the ballet shoes, pushed her, believed in her even, and then he simply left. No applause could fill that void in her little heart. The empty chair. 
 
    Nelson remembered that empty chair. He remembered being pushed aside because of dreams that didn’t include him. Yes, he was right. He had done to Paige what his father had done to him.  
 
    “God,” he breathed in the still night air, “I need You to show me how to do this. I don’t have a roadmap, and clearly it’s not wired into my DNA. But God, she deserves that, and I want us to have what I never did. I want us to build the family I never had, but I’m going to need help to do that, God. A lot of help. Please show me how to do this.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    After the conversation with her parents the night before, Paige made it a point to be up the next morning and at breakfast earlier than normal for a Sunday. It was crazy that she only had four of them left before she was off at college and no longer tethered to this routine, a routine she was starting to realize she was going to really miss when August rolled around. 
 
    “So, what do you say we make church this morning and then go for pancakes?” her dad asked. “We haven’t done that in a long time.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” her mother said with a soft, sad smile at him. 
 
    “I’m in,” Paige said. 
 
      
 
    The pew wasn’t big enough for all of them, so Nelson sat next to his dad and Janet behind Lauren and Wes and their families. He truly appreciated the quiet but friendly welcome they got from the other families. It even erased some of the deer-in-the-headlights look Janet had been sporting for most of the morning. Somehow he’d started to see how ill-at-ease she was about her place in the world. In a weird way, he’d always thought that had to do with him. Now he was beginning to see that she needed as much encouragement as he had always felt he lacked. 
 
    His father, too, though looking much more solid had a bit of the bravado back, the image, Nelson decided. That meant his father wasn’t comfortable here either, and that putting on a front, a façade, was preferable. After their conversations about his mom, Nelson knew the faith this was taking his father—maybe not even in God, but in Nelson. He was willing to go out of his comfort zone for this, and Nelson felt the weight of what his father was doing to bridge the gap between them. 
 
    When the service started, Nelson stood and pulled out a hymnal. True, it had taken some time to get good with the thing, but he was an expert now. He turned to the right page, and instead of holding it only for himself, he held it out for them as well. Not looking at his father so as not to give him a chance to push the offer away, Nelson sang out the words, strong and defiant. The devil had done everything in his power to stop this moment from ever happening, but Nelson knew then that God had, in fact, ordained every moment it took to get them all here. He smiled to himself. God really did work in very mysterious ways. 
 
      
 
    “What you put in will come out,” the pastor at Paige’s church said, and she did her best to concentrate on his message and not on all of the disparate thoughts twining around through her head. Nelson. Her parents. Taylor. College. Even Lauren, Wes, and Greg made appearances. She shook her head once to clear it and fixed her attention to the pastor. It didn’t work as well as she would have liked, but she was trying. “This is a law of nature that we ignore at our own peril. What goes in is what will come out. 
 
    “If, for example, I fill a glass with lemonade to the top, and you bump my elbow, what is going to spill out of the glass?” 
 
    “Lemonade,” someone said. 
 
    “Right. Lemonade. It’s not going to come out water or Coca Cola. It’s going to spill out lemonade. The same is true of our hearts. If our hearts are filled with love and kindness, and someone bumps us spiritually, what is going to come out? Love and kindness, right? But what if I’m filled with bitterness and hatred, and someone bumps into me spiritually or otherwise.” He nodded. “Bitterness and hatred come out. You follow me? 
 
    “The time to fill up with the good things is not when we get bumped because by then, it’s too late. The time to fill up on good things, God things, is before we get bumped, before we need it. If we fill up on good things before we need it, when we need it, good things are going to come out. 
 
    “People ask me all the time, ‘Pastor, how often should I read the Bible?’ I tell ‘em, ‘Until what comes out is what went in.’ You see, it’s not about the time spent in the Word, it’s about letting the Word become a part of you. That might take a few minutes, that might take an hour a day every day for years. For some of us like me, it might take a lifetime.” He gripped the sides of the pulpit. “See, you don’t live with me. I live with me. And so I see all the times that not-God comes out of me. When I get frustrated, when I get discouraged, when someone cuts me off on the highway…” He smiled and nodded. “Uh-huh. Some of you know what I’m talking about. 
 
    “The Word of God is like a winnowing sword, it cuts deep and separates what is God from what is not God—in the depths of your heart, in your thoughts, in your words, in your actions. Think for a moment, about what is not God inside of you that’s coming out of you. What do you call that ‘not God’ stuff? Frenzy? Worry? Spite? Fear? Anger? Bitterness? Jealousy? Coveting? 
 
    “Where do you see ‘not God’ show up in your life? Is it when you’re stressed, frustrated, angry? When you’re discouraged, defeated, or scared? Sad or lonely? Understand, that seeing ‘not God’ in you is not a cause for judgment and condemnation, it’s a call to repentance, to literally re-thinking what you’re doing and what you’re putting in as evidenced by what is coming out. God’s plan is for Him to spill out of you when life bumps you around, but that only happens when you make it a point to fill up on Him. Do that, and watch the not God things in your life dissipate.” 
 
      
 
    “Our world today tells us that things are supposed to happen immediately or sooner,” the pastor at Nelson’s church said. “It used to be that we had to wait for things. We waited for a letter or a phone call or even our dinner to cook. Relationships naturally had periods of being together and being apart, like breathing in and breathing out. Now, if my wife doesn’t text me back ten seconds after I texted her, I start to get a little panicked and if I’m really honest, sometimes a little angry.” 
 
    Nervous laughter skittered across the congregation. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not alone in that?” 
 
    Ducking, Nelson took a breath, knowing he was guilty of that. 
 
    “But here’s the thing,” the pastor said, “life is a process, not a destination. Life is about learning how to do life better and better, not about getting over there so I can take a vacation from all this life stuff. We have become so goal-oriented that we’ve lost the understanding of the benefit of the process, of working through the now and the waiting. We ‘wait’ with frustration about why is this taking so long? Why is he or she not showing up, God? What is taking so long?  
 
    “Sometimes, I think that we misunderstand waiting as in thinking it means sitting down and doing nothing. But maybe God’s idea of waiting is more like becoming a servant in our world while we ‘wait’ for God’s next best thing. But that kind of waiting, the servant kind, gets lost in our headlong dash to get to ‘the goal.’ So many of us think of our whole life in terms of retirement. We save for retirement. We plan for retirement. We wait for retirement. We work for retirement. We live for retirement. But what if we have that backward? What if life is not about a destination but about the process of getting to the destination?  
 
    “It’s like the saying, ‘Seeing is believing.’ But what if it’s really ‘believing is seeing’? In fact, the Bible says in Hebrews 11, verse 1, ‘Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, and the evidence of things not seen.’ So, it is only when you believe that you begin to see, not the other way around. Our mortal eyes do not see with Godly vision unless we choose to see with eyes of faith. But it goes farther than that because believing is seeing, and seeing with faith leads to understanding what we cannot see with our mortal eyes. We only begin to understand when we stop seeing through our own eyes and start seeing through the eyes of God. 
 
    “The Word of God,” he held up the Bible, “in Mark 8, verse 36, says, ‘For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world but lose his own soul?’ That means if we cling to seeing only with our mortal eyes, if we pursue the things this world says are important, if all we care about is some goal we’re trying to get to, then we’re very likely going to miss what’s really important. That’s the very definition of seeing with the eyes of the world and missing what’s there if we see through the eyes of faith. 
 
    “Faith is first. Seeing is second. Because we walk by faith, not by sight. 
 
    “In fact, if we insist on seeing first and having faith second, then that’s not faith at all. Faith is stepping out when God says to, even though we don’t know how this will ever work or why He might be calling us to do or say something. Faith is being the good we want to see in our world and believing God can and will work miracles from our obedience, not from our self-reliance. God is looking for a heart change, not a goal change. He’s not as concerned with your destination as He is interested in being in the middle of your process. And if He’s in the middle of your process, believe me, He will become your destination. 
 
    “God’s Word constantly points us in the right direction for the next step in our process. When you get in the Word, you get your life grounded on the Rock, so when the storms show up, they don’t shake your faith because your faith has learned to see what you cannot see any other way—that God is always right there, that He really is in control, and He really does have your best interest at heart. He is the light in the midst of the darkness of the immediate. He is the peace in the middle of the storm. He is the guide that will light your next step. And He can and will be your spiritual eyes so that even when it looks like this will never work, you will be able to believe through faith that it will even if you can’t see how it will right now. Please stand.” 
 
      
 
    “Joe,” Lauren’s dad said, shaking Nelson’s dad’s hand when they all made it out to the lobby. 
 
    Funny, Nelson thought, it was the first time he could remember the parents acknowledging the others’ existence. Lauren’s mom and Wes’s mom knitted around Janet, talking about the summer and how fast it was going. 
 
    To the side of the little gathering, Nelson stood with Wes and Lauren, trying desperately not to let any of it be awkward. He put his hands on his hips and then checked that and crossed his arms with a wary glance at Lauren. He wondered how much she knew about what was going on with him and Paige, probably more than he did, and that did nothing to settle him. 
 
    “So, are we thinking about going out to eat?” Wes asked as he pulled Lauren closer. Her arm was around his waist, and her gaze went up to him before sliding over to Nelson. 
 
    Severe nerves were starting to get the better of him. Why had he thought this was a good idea? He put his hand up onto his head and scratched there. “I… uh… I’m not… sure.” Glancing over to the parents again, he forced himself to take a ragged breath. So far so good. No one had killed anyone yet… 
 
    Wes nodded his full understanding of the situation and took another moment to consider it. “Well, we could wait until they all clear out and then we could go. Just the three of us.” 
 
    That sounded like the better option, but Nelson wasn’t sure just what the ground rules of this game were. 
 
    “Well, we really appreciate you all having us,” his dad said as he navigated back over to Janet. 
 
    “Any time,” Lauren’s mom said. “We were so glad you could join us.” 
 
    “We’ll have to do it again sometime,” his father said, and for the life of him, Nelson couldn’t tell exactly what that meant. Of course, it could mean what the words meant, but then again, with his dad, it was always hard to tell. 
 
    A sharp pain jabbed into him as his thoughts jerked to Paige. Yes, it was no wonder she didn’t trust that life around them wasn’t a mirage. How could he fault her when his own hold on reality with his dad and Janet was still so tremendously shaky? 
 
    “Nelson,” his dad said, stepping over to them, and he put out his hand. Nelson managed to complete the handshake, and he watched as his dad shook Wes’s hand as well. “Wes. Thanks for the invite.” 
 
    Wes looked about two breaths from keeling over. “Oh, you’re welcome, Mr. Samuels.” 
 
    “Joe,” Nelson’s dad said. “We’re all adults here.” 
 
    That stunned Wes even more. “Joe.” 
 
    “And it’s Lauren, right?” Nelson’s dad said, angling his gaze down to her. 
 
    Just like that, her eyes widened to full moons. “Yeah… yes. Yes, sir,” she said, stumbling on every syllable. 
 
    But his dad just smiled at her. “You all will have to come over some night and watch movies.” He nodded at his son. “With Paige and Nelson, I mean. We’d love to have you.” Turning, he pulled Janet under his arm. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    She smiled, but once again, Nelson couldn’t read it. It could be happiness, or it could be all a show. After all, it did feel a little like they were all on display at that moment. “Absolutely. Any time.” 
 
    “Th-thanks,” Wes said as he was the first to recover. 
 
    “Well, we’ll see you all later,” his father said, somehow ushering Janet out while waving at all of them.  
 
    And just like that, Nelson was watching them walk out. 
 
      
 
    “You working today?” Paige asked Greg as they stood together by the wall. It was their new favorite hangout once a week for ten minutes. 
 
    The fringes of his eyelashes barely revealed his eyes. “Not today. Worked a double shift yesterday.” 
 
    Paige tilted her head to look at him. “You’ve really got to learn to say no.” 
 
    He smiled at her as his gaze came up just a touch more, and he shrugged. “I need the money.” 
 
    “You…” she started just as her cell phone buzzed in her pocket and she jumped a foot. Yanking it out, she took one look at it, and worry draped over her. “Lauren?” Without moving, she hit the button. “Hey. What’s up? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lauren said. “Uh, we just got out of church. You?” 
 
    “Yeah, us too.” Paige glanced at Greg who was looking like he was trying to disappear. 
 
    “Us?” Lauren asked, and Paige knew she couldn’t worm her way out of this one with him standing right there. 
 
    “Greg and me,” she said, and his gaze yanked up to hers in fear and concern. 
 
    “Oh.” For a long second Lauren said nothing. “Well, uh… we were going to head over to the Ranch House, and we wondered if you wanted to join us.” 
 
    “Honey? Paige?” her mother called from the other side of the lobby, and when Paige looked over, she was pointing to the door. 
 
    “Oh,” Paige said in surprise. “Uh.” She looked at Greg, knowing she was leading him right into the lion’s den. “Hang on.” Covering the phone, she ducked closer to him. “It’s Lauren. They’re going to the Ranch House for lunch. You want to go?” 
 
    Greg’s gaze came up, beyond surprised. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you, you dope.” 
 
    “Oh.” He looked even more surprised. “Uh.” 
 
    “Paige,” her mother called again. 
 
    Paige nodded but drilled her gaze into Greg. “Are we going, or what?” 
 
    With a glance at her mom before his gaze fell to the carpet, Greg took her heart with him on a trip right off a cliff. She let out a breath, fully ready to tell Lauren no. 
 
    “Sure,” Greg finally said. 
 
    Paige’s eyes widened. “Really?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure. I guess so. Yeah. Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Lauren had helpfully mentioned that Paige was coming with Greg. That really shouldn’t have thrown Nelson like it did, but it truly felt like a kick to the gut. Why was Paige with Greg anyway? Why couldn’t she just come alone? Of course, that wasn’t very friendly-like, but it was how he felt nonetheless. 
 
    It really didn’t help matters when Paige and Greg showed up, talking and laughing looking not nearly as ‘old friends’ as would have been helpful to Nelson’s heart. If he had thought the state of their relationship was on shaky ground before, now it felt more like a 9.0 earthquake. 
 
    The three of them, him, Wes and Lauren were already at a table, the two of them on one side, him on the other. Panic struck him hard when Paige sat next to him and Greg took the chair on the other side of her. This had sounded like such a good idea when Lauren had mentioned it. Now it felt like death itself. 
 
    “’Bout time you guys get here,” Wes said, putting his hand out for Greg to shake upright. 
 
    “Hey, we were across town,” Greg retorted. “I’m not into getting tickets just to come eat with you people.” 
 
    “You people?” Wes asked as if he was hurt. “You make that sound like such a bad thing.” 
 
    “Just not going to get all wound up over it,” Greg said. “You guys been here long?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes tops,” Lauren said, and she glanced at Paige with questions in her eyes Paige hadn’t really bargained for. 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t cued up the fried pickles,” Paige said, taking up her own menu and trying like mad not to look at her friend. 
 
    “Yeech.” Greg shivered all over. “Those things are disgusting.” 
 
    “They’re an acquired taste,” Nelson said right next to Paige’s other elbow, and she jumped half-a-foot. 
 
    With a glance at him, she smiled, sort of, unsure how to bridge the gap that felt a million miles between them. “Well, I could go for some jalapeno poppers or fried cheese. That half a bagel I had for breakfast left midway through the sermon.” 
 
    “I hear you there,” Greg said. “Love the preacher but… wow, short-winded he ain’t.” 
 
    “So what was your sermon about?” Wes asked, and both Greg and Paige looked up in shock. 
 
    “Uh…?” Greg looked at her as she flailed for an answer to that. 
 
    “Ours was really good,” Nelson said, jumping into the middle of the conversation. “It was about waiting on God’s timing and not trying to microwave relationships.” 
 
      
 
    How four people could look so utterly shocked, Nelson didn’t know, but suddenly all four of them were staring at him. 
 
    “What?” he asked as if it should be obvious he had taken enough mental notes to fill a vault. “That and the whole faith is seeing thing. Although I’m still not sure I really get that, you know? That one still feels kind of… out there to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lauren said, and she closed her menu and laid it on the table. “Sometimes I think the only way to really see something is to trust that it’s there. Look at you guys. You didn’t get your first gig and then form the band. You formed the band and practiced and worked, and then you got your first gig. If you had waited for the first gig to show up first, you never would’ve started the band.” 
 
    “Huh,” Nelson said, impressed more than he could say. “Interesting. Never thought about it like that.” 
 
    “And look at Wes with the mechanicking and Greg with the radiology thing. You didn’t know you were going to get here when you started, but you started, and look where you are now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nelson said with a tip of his eyebrows, “unfortunately that doesn’t always work out.” 
 
    However, Lauren looked at him in confusion. “You don’t think so?” 
 
    He glanced down the table, not believing he was going to admit this to all of them. “Well, look at me. I went off to college, majored in something I definitely do not want to do the rest of my life, and now I’m back where I started. Can’t say that leap of faith was worth it for me.” 
 
    As crazy as that sounded, Lauren looked at him with disbelief bordering on anger. “It wasn’t?” 
 
    “No,” he said like she’d lost her mind, “I wasted two years of my life going down a road I never should have been on in the first place.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it taught you something, didn’t it?” 
 
    Just why that stopped him so incredibly hard, Nelson couldn’t quite grasp, and before he got it together enough to answer the question, the waitress showed up to take their order. She apologized for the wait, but Nelson was no longer even thinking about that. How could Lauren, of all people on the planet, not think that him going to Northwestern was a waste? She’d been furious with him for it. And now… what? She was glad he had gone? That was confusing on a level even he couldn’t get to. 
 
    When the waitress left, Nelson leaned forward, his elbows finding the table and his head bowing as he prayed she would forget the previous conversation. No such luck. 
 
    “I guess I’m just starting to see what Mom meant,” Lauren said when no one started another conversation. “After Grandma died, we talked about how Grandma moved out there to Phoenix with her second husband and we stayed here, how Mom and us took care of my great grandma because Grandma was gone. Mom said that at first she was mad at Grandma for moving. She resented her because Great-grandma needed so much care and help and her mom just took off like we meant nothing to her. But then, she said one day she realized that she could waste the time being mad, or she could figure out how to be grateful for the lessons.” 
 
    Lauren stopped and looked at each of them. “I just think I would rather get that lesson now than wait until I’m forty and realize how much I’ve missed.” She stopped for a breath before looking at Wes and smiling. “In a month, we’re all going to move on. This summer will be over, and we’ll all be taking on whatever comes next. I guess I just want us to get everything we can out of this, out of being together now. I don’t want to look back on this and think we wasted even one second of our time together because I know that we’re never going to get this time back the way it is right now.” 
 
    Putting his head down, Nelson felt her words touch his heart. Maybe if he figured out what the lessons were in going to Northwestern… However, it took only looking at it that way to see them all, and Nelson laughed softly at that. In a crazy way, he realized he’d needed every, single one of those lessons to become who he was today.  
 
    At that moment, his cell phone rang, and he pulled it out of his pocket to shut the thing off. However, the glance he took at it changed his motion, and he clicked it on instead. 
 
      
 
    To say she was surprised that Nelson had taken a call just like that with all of them sitting there would have been an understatement. It was like dismissing them all as less-than-important, and she dropped her gaze to her lap, trying not to look annoyed. 
 
    “Hey, LJ,” Nelson said, and Paige’s gaze snapped over to him. She took that opportunity, however brief, to really look at him for the first time since sitting down.  
 
    One real look about did her heart in. She hated the distance between them, knew it was all her fault, and although she wanted to fix it, she knew that fixing it would mean denying every stab and jab her heart did when she thought about their life together. Their real life, not the fantasy one of happily ever after, riding off into the sunset. The books and movies had always made that part look so easy. This felt anything but. 
 
    “Yeah. Hey. Uh, you mind if I call you back in a little while? I’m kind of eating with… Yeah,” Nelson said. “Okay. Yeah. Okay. Great. I’ll talk to you then.” And he hung up. “LJ,” he said to them just as the waitress stepped up with two platters of fried food. “All right. Fried pickles. My favorite.” 
 
      
 
    As they ate first the appetizers and then the meal, the conversation turned inevitably to the move facing all of them in just over a month. 
 
    “So have we heard anything on the house?” Wes asked Greg. “Is that a lock or are we still in limbo?” 
 
    “Well, it would be a total lock if we could find a third,” Greg said. “I’ve been talking to Dad about it, and there’s just no way if it’s just the two of us.” 
 
    The entire table fell into a hush that Paige felt right in the center of her. Wes and Greg needed a third roommate. And a third guy, who happened to be homeless once they got to Tech, sat right there, right at her other elbow. Yet no one said anything. It was like everyone was afraid to jump into that void, afraid to face it, to jostle the glass lest what was really in it spill out. But what had Nelson said about faith and seeing? This felt like that times a million. 
 
    “Hm,” she said, wiping her mouth with her napkin and taking a small sip of her water before tilting her head like she was about to go into battle. “You know, at the risk of stating the obvious here…” She glanced at Nelson who looked like a turtle that had crawled into its shell. Her gaze slipped over to Greg and then traipsed over to Wes. A second and she put both hands on the table. “What? Am I the only one who’s seeing this? Come on, people.” She waved her hands, palms up, in front of her. “Hello. You two need a roommate. Nelson needs a room. Is this even a question?” 
 
    Looking at Wes for help, Paige realized it wasn’t his call and he knew it. She let out a breath and looked over at Greg. “Is it?” 
 
    “Paige,” Nelson said softly. “Don’t…” 
 
    “I thought we were friends,” she said, ignoring Nelson’s quiet pleas. “All of us. What? Did I miss something?” 
 
    “Paige,” Nelson said a little louder, “if they don’t…” 
 
    “No, Nelson,” she said, and the anger started to become audible. “You three were… you were practically brothers. And you’re still friends.” She looked right at Greg, unwilling to stand down. Nelson deserved better than this. “You are, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Paige. It’s not…” Nelson said, trying again. “It’s not worth this.” 
 
    “Worth this?” She turned on him in utter disbelief. “It’s not worth fighting for? Your friendship is not worth fighting for? Are you serious right now? So what, then? You’re just going to give up? Walk away because it’s easier?” 
 
      
 
    Something about the accusation knifed right into Nelson. “Paige…” 
 
    “No. Nelson,” she said, and there was fire in the depths of her eyes. “These are your friends. That should mean something.” 
 
    He felt cornered, wanting to cower away from the vehemence in her eyes. “If they don’t want me…” 
 
    She backed up like she’d been struck. “They don’t want you? What about if you want them? What about that?” 
 
    Embarrassment flooded over him. How could he explain what it was to know you’re not wanted? “Just…” 
 
    “Okay. Yeah. Seriously.” And just like that, she stood. 
 
    Nelson’s gaze followed her up in surprise. 
 
    “I’m done.” She tossed some money on the table. “Let me know when you figure it out.” 
 
    And with that, he was sitting there, watching her walk out. 
 
    “Great,” Lauren said, and she jumped up and hurried out after Paige, leaving the three of them sitting there, gaping at the tornado that had just struck with no warning. 
 
    Nelson glanced over at Greg before looking at Wes in apology. Words. Words would be good, but he couldn’t find a single one. 
 
    A moment and Wes brushed off his hands and sat forward. “Okay. The girls are right. They are. I think we got really good at talking about riffs and chords and what we want on our pizza, but when it comes to stuff like this, let’s face it, we stink on ice.” 
 
    Nelson shook his head. “Look, seriously, you guys, if you don’t want me…” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Greg said, and both gazes snapped down the table to him. 
 
    “Okay?” Nelson asked in confusion. “Then what…?” 
 
    Greg let out a breath.  
 
    “What?” Nelson asked again when Greg said nothing.  
 
    “It’s just…” Slowly Greg sat forward, but his gaze was only on the table. “I guess part of me wonders what happens if this doesn’t work out.” 
 
    “Doesn’t…?” Nelson started. 
 
    “I mean, I’m not saying it won’t. I’m just saying I can’t do this again.” He shook his head. “I know, that’s all kinds of ways messed up. I should just get over it and move on, but part of me keeps asking how long it’s going to be before you decide to bail again.” 
 
    Bail. Wow. Did that hurt. 
 
    “Greg, dude…” 
 
    “No. I know. I do. You’ve got your own life, and it’s your decision, totally. Always has been. And I’m not trying to be drama king here. I’m not, but…” 
 
    No way did Nelson want to hear what came after that ‘but’; however, he had learned to go through the fire rather than run from it. “But what?” Somehow, at that moment, he once again felt like he was on the other side of the table—the one his father normally sat on in these discussions with him. It wasn’t easy to stay, to ask, to wait, not to push away and get angry. But he knew the trauma on the other side of the table as well—how hard it was to say anything because first of all, what was the point and second of all, you knew going in it wasn’t going to change anything anyway. At least it never had before. “Just say it,” Nelson said, giving up trying to protect himself from the blows he knew were coming. “Whatever it is. I need to hear it.” 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t trust you anymore,” Greg said softly, and Nelson felt the cut of Wes’s gaze onto him. “I did. There was a time I would’ve trusted you with my life. But now… I don’t know… And I know, that’s so stupid because everyone goes off to college and stuff. But it’s not even that. You left, okay, whatever, but it’s like you never even looked back. No calls. No texts. Nothing. It was like you found a better life and we were just trash.” 
 
    “I know,” Nelson said with only the barest amount of hesitation. “You’re right. I did. I totally blew you guys off, and I’m sorry about that. I guess that’s just always how I’d handled things, you know? Move on. Forget about the past and go on with life.” 
 
    That looked like it physically hurt Greg.  
 
    “But I was wrong about that, just like I was wrong about a lot of things.” He glanced at Wes. “I thought you guys were just hanging around because of the band. I thought once that was over, I don’t know, so were we? It’s like Wes said, we never really talked about this stuff, or maybe much of anything back then. A lot of that is my fault. I didn’t know how to talk about it, so I didn’t. I mean, I didn’t want to. You guys both had it so together, and I felt like such a mess—with the whole Northwestern thing and Paige and my family…” 
 
    “We had it together?” Wes asked, coming forward and putting his elbows on the table. “Wow. No. I don’t know what we you’re talking about there, but I sure didn’t have it all together. Heck, I still don’t. Half the time, I feel like I’m swimming in soup, and not the broth kind either but the chowder kind with lumpy potatoes and lots of corn.” 
 
    Greg laughed softly at that. “There’s a visual.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Nelson said as he leaned forward. “I can’t say I’m unfamiliar with the metaphor.” He took a long breath. “This whole coming back thing has been a lot more challenging than I thought it would be. You guys, Paige, my parents, the whole thing. It’s like every day I wake up wondering what today is going to think I’m supposed to be equal to, and if it was just physical, I could do that. But all this emotional stuff? I’d rather move a five-story mansion than do this.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Wes said. “Although in some ways it is getting easier. Not at first though. It’s never easy to start the conversation. I always feel like running would be the far better option, but I’m learning that running doesn’t fix anything. Facing things, getting them out on the table and somehow working through them eventually works out tons better than thinking it will just go away ever does.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got to get better at this whole talking thing,” Greg said. “I know for me, I just… I don’t want to make things worse, so I don’t say anything. Maybe that’s not the best idea in the whole world.” 
 
    At that moment, Nelson’s gaze jerked up to Lauren who stomped up behind Wes and put out her hand.  
 
    “I need the keys,” she said, and her glance at Nelson was anything but sweet. 
 
    “The…?” Wes asked already digging in his pocket. 
 
    “I’m going to take Paige home.” 
 
    “I’m… okay,” Wes said, handing her the keys with massive amounts of confusion as his gaze bounced over to them and back to her. “You want me to go with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Wes’s eyebrows went up in worry. “O… kay then. Are you sure?” 
 
    Lauren cut her gaze over to Nelson. “Yeah. I can come back and get you if you want.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Sure,” Wes said, clearly stumbling through this field strewn with emotional landmines. 
 
    Nelson knew he should say something, offer to take her or something like that, but she wasn’t even here with him. Was she? She’d come with Greg even though Nelson was pretty sure it wasn’t because they were together or anything. Worse, he was more sure that her current emotional state was his fault. Would she even want to go with him if he offered? He wasn’t sure about that either, so he said nothing. 
 
    “I’ll take him,” Greg finally said. 
 
    “K.” And with that, she turned on her heel and left the building. 
 
      
 
    “I got the keys,” Lauren said, marching out into the bright sunshine to collect Paige who sat in a heap on the little bench that edged the walkway. 
 
    She sniffed back the tears and looked up at her friend. Why couldn’t she just keep it together for once in her life? “You know you don’t have to do this. I’m sure I could just…” 
 
    “Come with me and not argue?” Lauren asked, reaching for the last thread of levity left. “Wow. What a concept.” Coming right over, she hooked her arm through Paige’s and pulled her up. “What do you say we pick up ice cream on the way? I haven’t had a good double fudge in forever.” 
 
      
 
    When Lauren was gone, it was like the conversation had hit a ten-foot thick brick wall. Nelson knew he should say something, but now words were even harder to come by. He’d hurt Paige. Again. He was getting really good at doing that without even realizing he was. 
 
    “Okay, not that this is any of my business,” Greg said, and there was a very real part of Nelson that wished they hadn’t just had the we should talk more conversation. “But what am I missing here? I thought you and Paige were back on again.” 
 
    On again. Which implied off again, which didn’t say good things for how he had wanted this to go. Completely at his wits end to handle any of this, Nelson sat back with a hard breath.  
 
    “I thought this was supposed to be the easy part,” he said. “Then again, why am I surprised, right? This is the way it always is. You find a girl, you think she’s perfect, and then wham-o something happens and you hate each other.” 
 
    “You hate Paige?” Greg asked like he’d just taken a bullet to the chest. 
 
    “She hates me. Same difference.” However, Nelson wasn’t at all prepared for the looks he got from the two guys. If he didn’t explain himself quick, there was a very real chance he was going to get taken to the back and beaten to a pulp. “Not like that. Like…” He let out another breath, trying to make any of it make sense. Sitting forward, he shook his head and put his fingers on the bridge of his nose. “I think she’s like you guys. She doesn’t trust me anymore, which I don’t blame her for, I don’t, but I also don’t know how to fix. We went out golfing with Dad and Janet last weekend, and I think it freaked her out.” 
 
    “Why?” Wes asked, and Nelson looked up in surprise at how solidly his friend said that. Normally, one of them would’ve been saying, Check please. 
 
    Getting the words to line up in his head was harder than it sounded. “Same reason as you guys.” He glanced at Greg. “I mean, I get it. I do. More than you can even know. I’m the same way with my dad. I never know what’s real with him, you know? Is he just being like that because he really is, or is it all a show? And I never, never know. It’s like nothing is… real. It’s all a mirage that could change if I ever fall for trusting it.” 
 
    “But he came today,” Wes said, and Nelson’s eyebrows went up at that. 
 
    “That’s what I mean. He came today, and he looked like all was right with the world. But he’s really good at that. So good I don’t know if that’s the truth or just a really good act.” Reaching up, he scratched across the side of his head. “It’s like living in a fun house. I never know what’s real and what isn’t. I want to take things at face value, but I’ve done that before, and…” 
 
    “You got burned,” Wes said. 
 
    Nelson nodded. “So he says he’s changed, or that he’s changing, something like that, and I want to believe him…” 
 
    “But believing him could turn out to be a huge mistake,” Greg said, and when Nelson looked at his friend, he saw the brokenness in his eyes.  
 
    He nodded and laid his gaze on the table, guilty to the core of him for causing that brokenness. “Part of me wants to. And part of me says I’m stupid and naïve for ever even thinking about trusting him again. And then there’s Paige. She’s been so great through all of this, through me and with me, and I just think, ‘Is it really fair to her to put her through this?’ Maybe I really am like him. Maybe I don’t know how to stay. Maybe she’d be better off if I just let her go now before I do something really stupid. I don’t want to be like that, but maybe it’s just in my genes.” 
 
    “Oh, boy, does this sound familiar,” Wes said, and Nelson looked at him, puzzled. Taking a breath, Wes nodded. “Listen, my old man split before I even got here, and I have carried that weight around my whole life. I didn’t want to be like him. I didn’t want to make the same mistakes he’d made. I was so scared of his mistakes, I got blind to what was right in front of me—my life, my choices, my decisions. About Lauren, about me, about my mom even. I can’t go back and change what he did. He made those decisions. I didn’t. But holding onto that was holding me back from living the life I want to at least try to live. 
 
    “Lauren’s helped tons, but a lot of it, I had to just get baseline real with myself, like brutally honest about how hurt I was and how scared I was, about how much it hurt to be rejected like that. Abandoned really. And it still is. It’s still hard. Every day, it tries to get in and remind me about all the ways my life is screwed up. But now I guess I’m learning that I choose. I choose what I hold onto and what I let go of. I choose the man I want to be, and I have to focus on how to get there, how to be that or at least try to learn to. It’s not easy, taking responsibility for it all like that. There are times I want to blame him and throw myself a pity party and say, life isn’t fair and all of that. But that doesn’t change the fact that however it happened, I’m here. Now what am I going to do with that?” 
 
    Silence fell across the table for a long minute. 
 
    “You know, we really do need a third roommate,” Greg finally said. “If you want it, the room is yours.” 
 
    Nelson looked over at his friend. “Only if we can start over and try this thing again.” 
 
    However, Greg simply shook his head. “What do you say we start from here? I really don’t want to go through all that again to get here.” 
 
    With a laugh, Nelson put his hand out and up. In one breath, Greg caught it. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    When they got to Paige’s house, Lauren stopped Wes’s car and sat there. Paige wanted to hop out and say, thanks for the ride, but the truth was, she couldn’t move. It was like she had forgotten how. 
 
    “Don’t give up on him. Okay?” Lauren finally said, and Paige’s heart wrenched. 
 
    “I thought you were mad at him,” Paige said, knowing they were both talking about Nelson. 
 
    “I am. I’m mad at him and all the drama he’s put you through. But I also know, he really is trying to figure all of this out. We all are.” 
 
    Slowly Paige nodded.  
 
    “You going to be okay?” 
 
    Again, Paige nodded. “As always.” 
 
      
 
    In fact, Greg did take Wes home. Apparently Lauren was going to meet them there. Nelson wasn’t at all sure he liked that mostly because it meant she had left Paige home alone. Stalking into Janet’s with a whole truckload of baggage dogging his every step, Nelson couldn’t help but feel the tightness in his chest when he heard them in the living room. Great. Just what he didn’t need. 
 
    Hoping he could get to his room before either of them noticed his arrival, he’d only gotten two steps into the living room when they both looked up at him. 
 
    “Hey,” his father said, “how was eating?” 
 
    “Oh. Fine. Good.” 
 
    “I… They’re all really great kids. Well, not k-kids, but… you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re great.” 
 
    “You going out with Paige later?” Janet asked, stepping on a landmine Nelson hadn’t seen coming. 
 
    “Oh, uh… maybe. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, she’s welcome over here,” Janet said. “Anytime.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” Nelson was starting to get dizzy from the vertigo. 
 
    “Oh, and…” Janet stood, dropping Bella onto the floor with one fluid motion, and stepped over to the little entertainment center, “this came for you I guess yesterday. I just got it out of the mail.” She handed Nelson a golden-brown manila envelope. “It looked important.” 
 
    Turning it around in confusion, Nelson looked at the return address after not recognizing the handwriting of his own name. Elaine Cohen. He smiled, and instantly the world looked just a little bit brighter. “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    Going straight to his room, Nelson shut the door and opened the package. It was like being thrust into the best Christmas ever. Inside the package, he found photocopied pages and puzzled at that for a moment before noticing the Post-It note attached.  
 
    Thought you’d be interested. Hope all is well. EC 
 
    Turning the pages around, he read the title,  
 
    The Epidemic of Loneliness: The Silent Trauma of Modern-Day Life 
 
    Psychology has long studied the spectrum of mental health diseases which plague mankind. From schizophrenia to bi-polar disorder, even most everyday people could give at least a vague description of many mental health issues. However, in so intensely studying the “big” mental health issues, we have given ourselves over to the idea that an individual’s mental health is stable and strong if none of these actual diseases are present. What we are missing is the impact of much more mundane mental health issues that, however common, may wreak greater havoc on far more individuals in the population than we realize. 
 
    Sliding back onto the pillows without ever stopping his reading, Nelson’s entire being felt fused to the words. This was important in a way he did not and could not explain even at that moment. It was only a perception he held somewhere outside the doing of it. 
 
    Loneliness is just such a malady.  
 
    As our society has fractured first in core families through divorce, death, and other forms of separation such as those that are work-related, individuals have become beset by loneliness. However, our misunderstanding of what loneliness means leads to far more traumatic effects in the sufferer because at most, a patient who seeks treatment might be given an anti-depressant to treat the recurring symptoms—headaches, un-definable tension or unease, as well as many other physical health issues that present when an individual is lonely. 
 
    In fact, it would be quite easy to say “simply lonely” as loneliness implies an easy fix. We assume as a culture that the obvious cure for loneliness is to seek to be with other people. We assume that those who are lonely have simply chosen to isolate themselves and thus only need to stop the isolation in order to recover. 
 
    The problem with this faulty understanding of the basis of loneliness leads doctors to misdiagnose it and sufferers to have the mistaken impression that their loneliness is somehow a self-over-dramatizing of an unexceptional emotion—to use common language, that they are making too much of this. Unfortunately, this misunderstanding of the deeply traumatic nature of loneliness upon not just the psyche but the actual physical being of the sufferer may actually keep them trapped in a cycle of loneliness that could well kill them if not correctly understood and treated. 
 
    To fully understand loneliness, it is important to recognize what being lonely is not. It is not simply being alone. Many individuals thrive on “alone time.” Loneliness, however, goes deeper than whether you are physically with others or not. Loneliness is a pervasive disconnection from other people. It is feeling unseen, unheard, unknown, unloved on a deep, fundamental level. That is why you can be lonely in a crowded room or area. Loneliness does not speak to the number of humans in close proximity to you. It speaks to a baseline belief of whether or not you are stably connected to someone, and hopefully multiple others, in your life. 
 
    So, you can be alone but not lonely in a room by yourself, and you can be lonely in a room full of a thousand people. Loneliness is an emotion of disconnection, the antidote being to form deep connections, rather than being an emotional awareness of not being with others. 
 
    In our society, loneliness is reaching epidemic proportions, and the results of this recurring trauma on the psyches of individuals cannot be overstated. Add to this our deplorable lack of ability to create these deep, meaningful relationships that eradicate loneliness, and we have a population in the throes of an epidemic we don’t even fully recognize as being particularly problematic.  
 
    The deeper issue is the disastrous way we have learned to become connected with others. Social media and the Internet have not helped, but neither has our society’s newfound fascination with speed. The faster life seems to happen around us, the less we feel connected to anything. Compound those with the fact that real, deep, meaningful, lasting relationships are mostly chaotic bundles of frustration, misfires, and potentials for disconnect. In fact, the all-or-nothing mindset so pervasive of contemporary art and common literature on the subject of relationships dooms the tenuous beginnings of these relationships before they have a chance to begin. 
 
    One needs to look no further than the emergence of the hook-up culture to observe this phenomenon in action. Young people are told, repeatedly, continuously, and relentlessly, that a romantic relationship should be immediate, undeniable, and breathtakingly easy, or it cannot be viable in the long term. Therefore, young people flit from person-to-person looking for the ephemeral Mr. or Ms. Right not realizing that in their headlong dash to secure “the” relationship, they are winding down a never-ending path of increasing loneliness as each new potential relationship falls by the wayside as clearly not “the one.” 
 
    (An anecdotal case in point: During my research into relationships and connection, I had two assistants, a male and a female. They worked very well together, exhibited an easy comradery and a complementary ability to help the other persevere when setbacks occurred. They each expressed an interest in finding a long-term, stable relationship with a member of the opposite sex, and in the course of the project, both went on several dates as we tested methods of relationship building. On a whim, I suggested that the two of them go on a date, and both rejected the notion out of hand, saying they were friends and therefore, clearly not romantically compatible. Thus, it is at least anecdotally possible that young people are dismissing the very relationships that might well lead to a deep meaningful one simply because a current friendly relationship does not appear to have begun with a romance.) 
 
    In fact, the structure of modern society does not lend itself to being an incubator for establishing the necessary groundwork for deep, meaningful relationships. Where previous generations grew up, went to school, and primarily lived for extended periods with a group of people, modern-day individuals may not even have the same classmates year-to-year as they mature into adulthood. This tumult of constantly changing relationships erodes the ability to recognize and cultivate relationships that last more than a few months or years at most…  
 
    The bleep of Nelson’s cell phone brought him back from deep psychology land, but he didn’t lay the pages aside, only held them as he answered the phone with his other hand. “Hello?” 
 
    “Nels,” LJ said. “Hey, bro, did you forget about me?” 
 
    Instantly, guilt sloshed over him, and he slid the pages to the side. “LJ. Hey, man. Uh, yeah. Sorry about that. Things got kind of tense around here, and then I got home and Elaine sent me an article.” Only then did he glance at the top of it, and a fuller smile cracked over him. “You remember that professor I had? Dr. Joy?” 
 
    “Oh. Uh. Yeah. I remember.” 
 
    “She wrote it. I guess Elaine thought I’d be interested in reading it.” 
 
    “Cool,” LJ said. “Hey, listen, Nels. I finally took your advice and drove up to see Yoli.” 
 
    Nelson almost laughed out loud as thoughts of relationships, disconnection and connection wafted through him. Disconnection had ceded its hold to connection in his friend’s world, and Nelson was glad for that. Interestingly, he could tell that just by the tone in his friend’s voice. “Awesome. How’s Yoli?” 
 
    “She’s good, but listen, we got to talking, and there’s something… Well, I think I’ll let her tell you. Hang on.” 
 
    “Okay?” Nelson slid off the bed and paced one way. Why did this not sound like good news? 
 
    “Nelson? Hey,” Yoli said, coming on the line. He heard so much in those few syllables, and in that breath, Nelson knew what a real connection felt like. Who knew a non-romantic connection could feel so real? 
 
    “Hey, Yol. What’s up?” 
 
    A quiet conversation passed on the other end before Yoli came back on. “Uh, hey… Nels.” 
 
    True concern knifed into Nelson, and he sat down on the bed, the article forgotten. “What’s up? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Uh, well, LJ thought… LJ thinks… Uhm, well, this is kind of… Um, you know, you knew, that I have these… dreams, right?” The amount of hesitation in her voice told him that this was LJ’s idea and that he needed to be very gentle with this so she would keep talking. 
 
    “Yeah. I remember that.” 
 
    “Okay, well, see, it’s just that I’ve been having these dreams. I’ve had the same one a couple times now, and at first, I thought it was just nothing. But… well, I keep having it. So I told LJ about it, and he said he thinks I need to tell you.” 
 
    Although Nelson knew this didn’t sound good, he also trusted LJ’s instincts. “Okay. What was the dream about?” 
 
    “Well, it was a dream, so it’s not like it’s real solid or anything. And some of it doesn’t even really make sense to me anyway.” 
 
    “Yoli, it’s me. Nelson. It’s cool. Okay? Just tell me. I’m not going to disown you or anything.” 
 
    She let out a long breath of almost relief. “Okay. Well, in the dream it’s like real bright, like it’s daylight, and you’re outside. You’re… up… high like on a platform or something? I’m not sure where it is. I just know you’re not on the ground.” 
 
    “Okay…?” 
 
    “And it’s you, and you’re reading… something. Well, kind of. I mean, you’ve got a book, like… I don’t know exactly how to describe it. I kept thinking book, but my mind keeps saying pages, so… Anyway, you’re reading it. Or kind of reading it I guess. I don’t know because when I looked at it, all the pages were blank.” 
 
    “The pages are blank?” Nelson asked in confusion. “How am I reading it if all the pages are blank?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s what I said, it’s a dream, so not everything makes sense. But LJ said I should tell you in case you might know what it means.” 
 
    “Okay?” Nelson more asked than said. When she’d first started, he’d thought this might be something important. As it turned out, it was just a random dream that meant absolutely nothing to him. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said as if she knew he expected more. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, truly unable to hide the disappointment. After the initial build-up, he’d expected earth-shattering or at least earth-shaking. This was barely earth-spinning-as-normal. “Okay?” 
 
    “Here, hang on. I’ll give you back to LJ. See ya, Nels.” 
 
    “Yeah, see ya, Yol.” Nelson put his head down and rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. Well, that was anti-climactic.  
 
    “Hey,” LJ said, coming back on. “I hope you got something out of that because we’ve been trying to figure it out for a couple of days now. We weren’t sure we should even tell you, but when she had it the third time, we figured we probably should.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Nelson said, hesitating. “I’m glad you did. Thanks. I’m just not sure what it means, but I’ll think about it and see if I come up with anything.” 
 
    “Okay.” LJ sounded relieved. “That’s what I was hoping.” 
 
      
 
    The house was quiet. Too quiet. Frustratingly, overwhelmingly quiet. 
 
    Paige had tried watching television, but all she did was flip through 500 channels one after the other after the other. Nothing was on. Her mom and dad had gone out, and the last thing she wanted to do was worry Lauren even more than she already was. 
 
    Standing from the couch, Paige considered going to her room, but it was starting to feel like a prison. Instead, she went to the kitchen and went three rounds of what-can-I-eat before she gave that up too. 
 
    Her gaze tripped over to the curtains, and with nothing else to hold her interest, she decided some time out in the sunshine couldn’t hurt anything. 
 
    If she was honest, she knew where she would probably end up. It was where she always ended up when all things Nelson got too much to hold. However, she tried not to think about that, to let herself think about it. Instead, she went out, making sure to lock the door behind her, and headed to her car. She needed to think, to get some perspective on things or to try to get something settled in herself, in her spirit, in something. The whole Nelson thing was starting to make her more than a little crazy with thoughts she did not want to hear but could not get to leave her alone. She beat them back even as she crawled into her car. It was safer not to think too deeply about it all at least until she got to the park. Then, there, she could let the thoughts and tears and frustrations have their way with her as they usually did when she gave up the fight and allowed herself the indulgence of making this trip. She swiped at the tears as she backed out, turned for her destination, and headed that way. 
 
      
 
    As Nelson went back to the article, he thought again about Yoli’s dream.  
 
    You were up high, like on a platform or something.  
 
    A platform. He let that thought slide around his head a few times and then a few more until suddenly, it hit upon something. A platform, high up. In one snap he sat up and left the sheaves where they lay. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Sunday night with the daylight sliding down into late-late afternoon, the park was quieter than it had probably been all weekend. The families from the days’ celebrations had all gone home. Paige drove carefully up the street, telling herself she was more intent on surveying the park than really looking for a parking space. It was only when she made it up to where the play equipment was that she saw his car, and instantly her mind played it-can’t-be-yes-it-is. The thought of driving on nearly took over. Then again, it was strange that he was here alone. Why would he do that? 
 
      
 
    High up, Nelson thought as he gazed out across the park, letting his legs swing off the side of the platform. And he was reading something? He looked down at his hands and laughed softly. “Well, now that one’s going to be a challenge.” He thought about going back out to his car to see if maybe there was a book inside it or something, but about the time he had that thought, motion coming around the trees snagged his attention and his breath. One look and his heart nearly sent him careening into a face-plant on the ground. Paige. 
 
    What to do, how to do it? What to say to her? Was this even happening? 
 
    However, there was no time for any of it as in the next second he was caught in the softness of her gaze as she approached slowly. She was dressed in old jeans, a white, fitted A-shirt covered with a red plaid shirt. Her hair was up at the back of her head in a spiral-spiked thing that stuck out in several random directions. She never so much as stopped as she approached the platform, and before he could get all the thoughts spiraling through him in line, she was standing right at the base of it.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, and her voice was as soft as an angel wing. 
 
    Nelson leaned down, resting his elbows on his knees, hesitant and worried about what she might think of him just randomly sitting up here by himself. “Hey.” 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” she asked, tipping her head. 
 
    He shrugged and almost smiled before scooting over to make more room than there already was. “Sure. Be my guest.” 
 
    Expertly, she climbed up until she spun to sit right next to him. A moment and she glanced over at him. “Have to say I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” 
 
    He nodded but barely as he glanced over at her. “Same.” Another two nods and he began to sense he shouldn’t have come. She had obviously come with the intention of being alone. “Listen, if you want me to go…” 
 
    “Nah, it’s okay.” Paige rubbed her hands together, leaned forward, and squinted out to the fading sunshine. “So, you come here often?” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “Sometimes. You?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been up here…” Her gaze went up to the bars above them. “… oh, a couple thousand times the past couple of years. Fact, I’m thinking about redecorating the place.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” He laughed again, liking how that felt. 
 
    “I’ve thought about it. Just haven’t gotten around to it yet, I guess.” She bent again and grew quiet. 
 
    Looking over at her, Yoli’s dream went through him. You were reading a book, except my mind kept saying it wasn’t a book, it was pages. But they were all blank. Pages. Blank pages… Blank… Suddenly a thought hit him, and in that flash, Nelson knew. However, he also knew it was important not to freak her out or make her run. Just how to do that was anybody’s guess.  
 
    “So,” he finally said, praying he wouldn’t mess this up, “have you been writing a lot?” 
 
    “Writing?” she asked in obvious confusion.  
 
    “Yeah, you know, like you used to.” He rubbed his hands together, fighting not to let his heart get ahead of him. “Like in the notebooks and stuff?” 
 
    The ache of her silence coupled with her gaze slipping out to the world beyond told him more than he really wanted to know. 
 
    Finally she shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t really do that anymore,” she said, her gaze never really coming back from wherever it had gone. 
 
    His heart jerked painfully. “You don’t?” He looked at her, thinking that unwise but not being able to help himself. “Why not?” 
 
    Her face was serene, almost… blank. “I don’t know. It just… I didn’t really have anything I wanted to write about.” 
 
    That hurt him, like a dull knife going right through his heart. He remembered the poems, so beautiful and amazing, just like her. Words. Her words that could transport him and explain the world like no one had been able to do for him before or since. And she had stopped writing? Was that why the pages were blank?  
 
    Nothing in him wanted to hear this answer, but Nelson knew he needed to ask. Ducking to get distance from it all, he formulated the question carefully. “So when… did you stop?”  
 
    “Oh, you know…” Her words stopped as she swung her legs, never so much as glancing at him, but after only that, she said no more. 
 
    “Was it…” He gathered up the words that were clawing deeply into the softest parts of him. “Did you stop when… I left?” 
 
    A second and with her lips smashed into her teeth, she simply nodded. 
 
    “Why?” he asked unable to hold the tumult of emotion from breaching the carefully constructed walls meant to keep him in one piece. 
 
    She shook her head, laughed softly, and shrugged. “I don’t know. I was afraid?” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Of what might come out, of what I might write down, what I might think.” 
 
    “So you don’t… hear the words anymore?” he asked with even more distress. He’d been where she was, pushing the melodies that were woven in his heart away from him, and it had very nearly destroyed him. He couldn’t let that happen to her. 
 
    “If I don’t hear them, they can’t hurt me.” This laugh was barely a breath. “I guess, it was just easier to shut them up than to try to reason with them, to try to explain…”  
 
    “But there’s a part of you in every one of them you write,” Nelson said. “Every one you wrote. They weren’t just words. They were pieces of you.” 
 
    Nodding, she fought not to let her face crumple though it did as he watched. “Yeah, they were.” Defiantly her gaze came up and collided with his. “And she was stupid and she was naïve. She believed in rainbows and fairy tales and that love made sense and lasts forever.” 
 
    Panic leaped on him as all of her words stopped completely as her gaze left his and fell. Desperation began to crawl around inside of him, not at the thought of losing her from being with him, but at the thought that she, Paige, the extraordinary, unmatched, unmatchable, absolutely unique soul might have given up on being herself altogether because of him.  
 
    “Paige.” When she didn’t move, he breached the gap between them and put his hand on her arm, frantic at the thought that he might lose her completely. “Paige, look at me. Please?” 
 
    A breath, and when she did, it almost destroyed him. Tears. Her tears, slipping and sliding down her face in disparate trails suddenly made her pain very, very, exquisitely real to him. 
 
    “Oh, man, Paige,” he breathed. “What have I done? What did I do?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head and swiped at her tears, laughing at them even, like they were some horrible, ironic joke. “You were just doing you. I know, I get it.” 
 
    “I know you do,” he said as frustration with himself poured into his voice and over his emotions. “You always have. Ever since the beginning. You got it. I didn’t, and the worst part is, I didn’t even know I didn’t get it. Not like this anyway. Not like… you.” 
 
    She shook her head and shrugged, still caught in the swirl of awful, sardonic laughter. “Hey, you know, whatever, right? No harm, no foul. Just glad I learned that lesson early so we can get on with life and not have our heads stuck in the clouds.” 
 
    “But you,” he said, his heart barely able to utter the words, “you… can’t… You can’t just give that up. You…” 
 
    The sarcastic laugh was starting to infuriate him. “Trust me,” she said with a hard roll of her eyes. “I’m way better off now.” 
 
    “No, Paige,” Nelson said, pleading from a depth he never knew he could feel. “You’re not. You’re not better off… You’re trying to stuff what’s most you. It won’t work. It won’t.” 
 
    This roll of her eyes started in frustration but ended in quiet despair. “I don’t want to be her anymore.” 
 
    “You don’t… Why not?” 
 
    The assault of this wave of tears overtook her so quickly and harshly, she gave up fighting before they’d even made it to the surface. She sniffed at them and shook her head but said nothing.  
 
    “Paige,” he said gently, and sliding over, he put his arms all the way around her.  
 
    For a solid moment, she let herself be held there in his embrace. “It’s too hard,” she finally whispered. “It’s too hard to be that honest. I don’t want to be anymore.” 
 
    Nelson let his hands rub up and down her arm and across her back. 
 
    “It scares me,” she breathed.  
 
    As crazy as it sounded, he understood completely. He understood the fear—of rejection, of judgment, of condemnation for just being who you were made to be. And when the world harshly judged what was most you, it had a way of utterly demolishing the most precious, unique parts of a fragile spirit that was only barely brave enough to be real in the first place. 
 
    “Seven words,” he said, bending his head into her hair as he held her. 
 
    “What?” she asked in confusion as she came up slightly. 
 
    “I just want seven words,” he said again. “I don’t care what they are. I just want to hear what you’re not letting yourself hear right now.” 
 
    In horror, she sat up away from him, swiped at her eyes, and shook her head. “No. No, Nelson. No. Don’t. I can’t.” 
 
    His gaze never left her. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because… because…” True panic seemed to take hold of her then.  
 
    “Paige,” he said, turning to her and taking her hands in his. “Please. Trust me, okay? This one time. I promise you, your words are safe with me.” 
 
      
 
    Thoughts swirled in a chaotic twist with words that were wrenching across her heart, fighting to come up, to be given a voice, to be granted permission to be heard once again. But she had kept them down, buried them, forgotten about them for so long that even acknowledging them felt like a walk through hell on a bad day. “I can’t…” 
 
    “You can,” Nelson said, and his voice was solid and firm. “I know you can do this. You just have to trust it again. Trust… yourself.” 
 
    Paige slammed her eyes closed and squeezed them hard. He didn’t know what he was asking, what allowing those words to come up again would mean. If she ever let them, they might never stop. Her entire being rocked with the emotions—anger, fear, worthlessness, helplessness. It was like they came in wave after wave, overwhelming her ability to even think. 
 
    “You can do this,” Nelson said from somewhere outside of her though it was as if he spoke from the center of the storm breaking across her soul. “You can. I know you can. Trust it. Trust me. Trust yourself. You can do this.” 
 
    “I’m…” The syllable squeezed from her, desperate to find the air. “You… Love…” 
 
      
 
    It was the hardest thing he’d ever watched as she shook her head hard and stopped again. The struggle for which Paige had to be victorious nearly unraveled his own tenuous hold on the last fragile thread of hope left in him. “Paige, listen to me. Listen to me. You can do this. I know you can. Seven words. That’s all. Just seven.” He leveled his gaze at her. “What are they?” 
 
    “I… love you,” she said, broken and battling each and every word that came out, “but I don’t want to.” 
 
    Nelson felt the blow like it was physical, and he fought like mad not to react to it. Before he could, she continued. 
 
    “Anger. Sadness. Fear. Hurt. 
 
    All. At the same time. 
 
    But fear. 
 
    But mostly fear. 
 
    Mostly fear. 
 
    Mostly… fear. 
 
    Creeping over me at night,  
 
    holding me down, 
 
    strangling me 
 
    so I can’t breathe, 
 
    can’t think, 
 
    Reminding me  
 
    Reminding me 
 
    Reminding me that I wasn’t good enough for you to stay. 
 
    Stalking me during the day, 
 
    Whispering what the future will be if I ever listen to your promises... 
 
    If I let myself believe in what might be, 
 
    Because of what never was. 
 
    The past. 
 
    The present. 
 
    The future. 
 
    Past fear.  
 
    Present fear.  
 
    Future fear. 
 
    Fear everywhere, everywhere 
 
    But never allowed to be inside of me. 
 
    Never spoken. 
 
    Never acknowledged. 
 
    Never heard 
 
    By anyone but me. 
 
    But I can’t…  
 
    I can’t let the fear have a voice 
 
    Because it remembers… 
 
    It remembers. 
 
    It remembers  
 
    You… leaving. 
 
    It remembers 
 
    You… walking away. 
 
    You… not coming back. 
 
    You… not here. 
 
    You gone… forever.  
 
    Because I wasn’t good enough for you to stay.” 
 
    The words hung there on the still air between them. Her pain. His guilt. The love they both wanted but seemed so ill-equipped to grasp and hang onto. 
 
    “Paige.” It was all Nelson could get out. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, and the strength seemed to leave her body as she slumped forward. 
 
    “No. Don’t be sorry. Don’t.” Knowing it was all he could do and that it would never be enough, he collected her into his arms and held her there gently. “Don’t ever be sorry for being real with me.” Tenderly he kissed her head. “And I love your words. I love them so much because I love you, and they’re pieces of you. They’re who you really are, and I love that.” 
 
    She sniffed hard. “The pastor said today that whatever we’re filled with spills out when something bumps into us.” 
 
    Not understanding but wanting to, Nelson nodded. 
 
    “I think that’s what’s been happening,” she continued as her hand came up to latch onto his arm wrapped across her front. “It was the fear, my fear that kept showing up and spilling out of me. I was trying so hard to not let it tell me what it was trying to.” Burrowing closer to him, she let out a soft breath. “It’s not that I don’t want to believe. I do. I really do. I just don’t know how anymore.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered.  
 
    “I don’t know how to trust again like I used to. I don’t know how to get back to that.” Coming up and out of his arms, she looked at him with apology etching her eyes. “I don’t know how to trust you again.” 
 
    Looking at her, Nelson smiled softly. He reached up and slipped his fingers into the edges of her hair before sliding his hand down the side of her face. “Hey, it’s not all-or-nothing, Paige. We don’t have to do or be anything quick. Besides, you and me, something tells me we’re not final products yet, and that’s okay.” He tipped his head slightly. “To be honest with you, I think we’re going to be masterpieces, but right now, we’re both still pretty much still just works in progress.” 
 
    Her eyes searched his. “So it’s not a bad thing then? The fear? Not being sure?” 
 
    “No,” he said, knowing in his heart it was true. “In fact, I’m starting to think this whole thing is a process, not a destination.” 
 
    She grimaced, wrinkling her nose. “So no happily ever after then, huh?” 
 
    For a second, he thought about that.  
 
    “Tell you what, how about we just say it’s the start of an amazing adventure?” he asked, and she smiled. “But just so you know, I’m probably not going to get everything right.” 
 
      
 
    With the soft, barely hopeful smile still playing on her lips, Paige tipped her head. “Hey, it’s like you said, it’s not all-or-nothing, right?” 
 
    A light sparked in the depths of his eyes. “Right.”  
 
    She let her gaze dance across his handsome face, drinking him in as the words, ephemeral and fragile cascaded through her spirit like a waterfall after a spring rain. She’d thought her words were gone forever, but they weren’t gone. They were just waiting for her to set them free.  
 
    “I guess maybe we’re just learning how to get this right,” he said, his words soft and gentle. “Maybe that’s all we need to do for now, give it time for us to learn.” 
 
    Her smile felt better than she remembered. “As long as we can learn together.” 
 
    “Only together,” he whispered, leaning toward her. 
 
    “Does this feel right,” she breathed as his lips brushed hers, caught and held in a kiss as sweet as any angel had ever sung.  
 
    When he broke the kiss, the spell didn’t break between them as he pulled her into his arms and held her there, gentle but firm. “Only when I’m with you can I ever hope to fly.” His lips touched her hair, and she closed her eyes and soaked in the feeling. 
 
    “Give me a chance,” she said softly, letting her fingers drift across his arm. 
 
    “A chance to show you that only together, everything is right.” 
 
    Paige nodded, and with one small breath, she finally released the death grip that had been clutching her heart ever since he had walked away. “Everything is right.” 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Nelson knew LJ well enough to know he hadn’t stopped thinking about their conversation, so when he got home and the house was already quiet, he went into his room, shut the door, flopped on the bed, and pulled out his phone. With a smile, he settled back and listened to the world make the connection between them. Had it always been this easy to reach out to someone who cared? 
 
    “Well, slap me with a feather and call me Uncle Charlie,” LJ said when he answered. “I didn’t think I’d hear from you for at least a couple weeks.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Nelson said with a grin, “you can’t get rid of me that easy.” 
 
    “Oh. Wait. Wait. Hello. Uh. Is this…? Hold on. Let me… Yeah, I must have… Uhm, who is this again?” 
 
    Nelson actually laughed at that. “Ha. Ha. Hey, drama king.” 
 
    “Drama king? Me? Now look who’s calling the kettle black. Hello pot, yes, this is the kettle speaking.” 
 
    The longer this went, the more Nelson thought his friend was going to be the best stand-up comedian preacher ever. “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. So do you want to know why I called or what?” 
 
    “Be still my beating heart. To what do I owe this great honor?” 
 
    “Well,” Nelson said, letting his hand flop to the side where his fingers met up with the sheaves of paper on the little night stand. Yes, he was definitely going to read more when this conversation was over. “I thought you’d like to know, I figured out Yoli’s dream.” 
 
    The laughter fell out of LJ’s voice. “You did? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yep, and Paige and I talked.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How’d that go?” His friend sounded wary and suspicious. 
 
    “Good. Really good actually. We talked about her, for a change,” Nelson added because he realized how true that was. “I knew the whole break-up thing had been hard on her, but what I didn’t know was…” He stopped, unsure how deeply she held the secret of her words. “Well, she…” Spinning, he sat up on the edge of the bed. “When we first met, she used to write this amazing poetry, like soul-speaking poetry. In fact, it was one of the things I fell in love with about her first. But it turns out, when I left…” 
 
    “She stopped writing,” LJ filled in, and Nelson knew then why LJ had finally cracked him. He listened. Really listened. Enough to fill in the gaps when his own words failed him. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Blank pages,” LJ said, filling in more gaps. “Oh, wow. Yoli’s going to freak. Man, she did not want to tell you.” 
 
    That stymied Nelson. “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Because she feels weird about it. She thinks everyone’s going to judge her and think she’s strange.” 
 
    With half-a-laugh, Nelson sat back again. “Why do we do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Bury what’s most real about ourselves? Our gifts, our talents? Deny them? Reject them? Hide them? We spend so much time worried about the world judging us for the things that make us unique that we judge ourselves right out of using them, and we shut them down before the world ever even gets the chance to take a crack at us over it.” 
 
    “Fear,” LJ said. “And just not knowing. I mean, I spent years just trying to survive the day. I wasn’t thinking about my gifts and talents. Shoot, I didn’t think I had any to begin with.” 
 
    “But you did… you do.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How’s that?” 
 
    Crazy how in another lifetime Nelson would never have had the guts to be so bold. “You listen, and you really hear people. You don’t shut them down, even when maybe you feel like it. You’re there. You don’t leave, even when things get tough, maybe especially when things get tough. Even when the person you’re trying to help is being a stubborn idiot about everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” 
 
    “You believe in the gold that’s already there,” Nelson said, remembering Pastor Mark’s alchemy lesson. “You’re an alchemist.” 
 
    LJ said nothing for a long minute. “A… what?” 
 
    “An alchemist. Okay, see, it’s this guy that tried to make gold from lead, except what he found is that the person he was trying to make gold was already gold. He wasn’t lead at all.” 
 
    “Uh… huh.” 
 
    Nelson regrouped to try to explain it just as he turned his head and saw the sheaves once again. “Oh, my gosh. That’s it.” 
 
    “That’s what?” LJ asked in complete confusion. 
 
    Nelson reached over and picked up the pages. “She was gold all along. I knew that, but she couldn’t see it.” Flashes of understanding popped through Nelson’s mind like firecrackers on the Fourth. “And she knew that about me, even when I couldn’t see it. That’s the connection. Oh, man.” 
 
    “Nelson?” 
 
    Trying to get the understanding pouring through him to slow down enough to grasp it, Nelson took a long breath. “Okay, see, it’s like this. Each of us is gold.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Valuable. Priceless even. But we don’t know that, we don’t recognize it. We see the things in ourselves that make us unique—our gifts and talents, and we think other people will think we’re weird for having them, for being like that. But what we don’t see is it’s those things that make us gold. So we hide it. We pretend like we’re lead so others won’t judge us. It takes an alchemist, someone who knows you’re gold not lead to not let you get by with thinking you’re lead and hiding your talents.” He took barely a breath. “And sometimes, that takes imagination to even see because we’ve buried it so deep. That’s you. You saw in me what I had buried, and you kept working at it until I finally came clean about what was most real about me.” 
 
    LJ was listening, but for once, he wasn’t talking. 
 
    “Believe me, man,” Nelson said, knowing the depth of the truth of it, “if it wasn’t for you, I’d still be out there running my legs off trying to get away from all of this, from who I was, from who I am, from who I want to be. But now… now, I want to just rip off the mask and say, ‘This is me, world, and you’re going to have to deal with it because I’m not changing.’” 
 
    “Deal with it. Wow. Okay then.” 
 
    “But it’s deeper than that,” Nelson continued. “You were an alchemist for me, but now, because of what you did for me, I can be an alchemist for people here. For Paige, for my dad, for Janet, even for Wes and Lauren, and who knows, maybe even for Greg.” The longer he went, the more excited he got until the energy vaulted him right off the bed. “That’s the connection!” 
 
    “The connection? What connection?” 
 
    “The… connection.” He yanked up the pages, and the words there swam through his soul. “That’s why we feel so lonely, why we’re all so disconnected.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay. What…? I don’t…” 
 
    “We’ve buried who we are,” Nelson said, desperately trying to explain in pathetically inadequate words all that he now saw. “And if we’re trying to cover up who we are, how can we ever feel truly connected to anyone else? It’s only in dropping the mask and being real that we can make real connections and stop feeling so lonely.” 
 
    “You got all this from Yoli’s one dream?” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that and then fell into understanding. “Yoli has a gift, but if she hadn’t shared that gift… if she had continued to believe that she was lead and hid it, then she would never have shared it with me, and I would never have found the key I needed to unlock Paige’s cage.” It all started tumbling through him again. “It’s the key that unlocks the cage.” 
 
    “Now we’re on keys and cages? I thought we were on lead and masks.” 
 
    “It’s all the same thing,” Nelson said like his eyes had just been opened. “It’s all saying the exact same thing!” 
 
    “Okay…?” 
 
    “The masks, the cage, lead. We’re convinced those are our reality. The Phantom’s dungeon. Rapunzel’s tower. The beast’s castle. It’s different metaphors but they all mean the same thing. We’re trapped. We’ve trapped ourselves or believed the world has trapped us. Either way, it doesn’t matter. The belief traps what’s most real about us, and by doing that…” He lifted the pages. “We lose what’s most real, and we lose the connection with other people. Just like them—they were isolated and lonely because they’d lost the connection.” With a breath, he saw it all so clearly now. The traps. The cages. The prisons. The masks. Even and maybe especially his own. “Hey, LJ?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For never giving up on me, and for believing in me long before I ever did.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, this ought to be real easy to explain to Yoli,” LJ said. “I’m going to need three weekends up there at this rate.” 
 
    “Up there?”  
 
    “Yeah, at her aunt’s. I’m headed back now.” 
 
    “Oh. So you’re driving?” 
 
    “Yep. And you just took up about half of it.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “You going to Elaine’s?” 
 
    “That I am.” 
 
    “Cool. Well, tell her thanks. She’ll know what for. And LJ, thanks again. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.” 
 
    “I’m still not real sure what I did, but I’m glad it helped.” 
 
    “It did. It definitely did.” 
 
      
 
    When he finally said good night to LJ, Nelson thought about Paige and all that had happened.  
 
    Words. It seemed such a simple concept. So simple he’d never really considered it before. 
 
    What was the power of a word, or a group of them? 
 
    The power to heal or harm. 
 
    The power to give hope or to destroy all hope. 
 
    The power of letting someone know you’re holding onto them, or letting them go. 
 
    One thing was for sure, he never wanted her to ever think he was even thinking of letting go again. 
 
    Picking up his phone, he typed the message in, smiled at the power of a few simple words and hit send. 
 
      
 
    Paige had just gotten back to her room from her shower when she heard the ping of her cell phone. She tamped down the hope that sprang into her because habit had taught her to before she even thought about it. Going over to her desk, she whisked the towel down through the wet strands of hair and lifted the cell phone, spinning it over to read it even as she did. 
 
    The surge of white hot happiness jumped through her so suddenly that she very nearly dropped the thing on the turn when she saw his name. But she couldn’t stop the smile, and when she read his text, she wondered why she would ever have even wanted to. 
 
    Loved being with you, he wrote. Loved hearing your words again. Mostly I love you—yesterday, today, and always… 
 
    She felt the blush slide up her cheeks as happiness and hope collided somewhere in the vicinity of her heart. Typing in her message, she raked in a long breath. After so many days of trying to forget and then desperately denying herself the full spectrum of feeling what love could be, she could hardly contain the butterflies. The truth was, no matter what, she was in love with Nelson Samuels.  
 
    For once in a very long time, she breathed that in fully, deeply, repeatedly. And just like the song said, that made everything right. Everything. 
 
      
 
    I love you. Always. 
 
    Nelson couldn’t have stopped the surging smile if he had wanted to, which he didn’t. Together they would figure it all out. It felt better than he’d even allowed himself to think it might. “Thank You, God. I owe You for this. Big time.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Later, when Paige climbed onto bed, she thought about it and sighed. Why had she stopped writing? 
 
    Sliding her legs up to her, she hugged them and thought about that in a way you only can when you’re alone and it doesn’t have to make sense to anyone else. She let herself rewind through the past two years—loving him from afar all the way back at the start when he first started coming to their house, their first fragile steps of really getting to know each other, playing together, talking, coming to understand him on a level she hadn’t known existed, and then the great, gaping abyss of his absence. Paige still felt the effects of that vibrating inside of her when she thought about it. And who knew? Maybe she always would. 
 
    Maybe she would never go back to the wide-eyed, blind innocent trust she had had in him before he left, but maybe love, real love, had to learn to be stronger than that. Maybe it had to learn to love through the trials, the mistakes, the moments it would have been nice to forget forever. But maybe that was part of it—not forgetting but forgiving and loving anyway. 
 
    She shook her head slowly. So many, many fragile steps they had taken. And now they were taking another one, into the unknown. Again. Her gaze slipped over to the dresser, and she spun the covers from her legs, stepped over, and retrieved the notebook. 
 
    It took courage to love on the other side—when trust is a decision, not a reaction. 
 
    Sitting back down on the bed, she took the pen from the nightstand and slid back into the pillows.  
 
    Fragile Steps 
 
    She put her head back and closed her eyes. For as many times as she had done this over the years, this time held more fear than any other ever had. Putting pen to paper, putting those fragile feelings down in ink—not just for someone to happen to read some day, but for her to read, sometime later, maybe when everything had changed. It was like writing a letter to her future self who might one day read these words and remember this moment just as she had with the other words over the course of the past two years. She remembered with crystal-clear clarity all those times she had taken the notebook out, read, and remembered. 
 
    As she sat there, Paige wondered about her future self who would read these words. Would she remember this time fondly—as their new beginning? With a soft smile, she hoped so. 
 
    One step 
 
    Taken 
 
    Not in confidence 
 
    But in fear 
 
    With trembling and knowing 
 
    That what life holds next,  
 
    We’re not allowed to see 
 
    Until fate reveals its hand 
 
    Yet, 
 
    Somehow, 
 
    With trembling courage, 
 
    And troubled faith, 
 
    We take a step, 
 
    A fragile step 
 
    Into the unknown… 
 
    Together. 
 
      
 
    Nelson was up with the sun Monday morning. Being late was not on the agenda. In the kitchen, he’d just poured milk on his cornflakes when Janet appeared as well. 
 
    “Morning,” he said, knowing he sounded happier than he had since he’d arrived. 
 
    “Morning,” she said, and hers wasn’t quite as chipper. 
 
    He took his breakfast to the table and sat down to munch it down. 
 
    “You mind if I join you?” she asked from where she was leaning on the counter, watching him. 
 
    “Oh. Uh. No. That’s fine.” 
 
    Hesitating but only slightly, she pushed up and took the couple steps over. When she was seated, Nelson noticed with some confusion that she hadn’t brought any breakfast for herself. He kept eating, hoping this wasn’t an ambush. 
 
    “So,” she said slowly, and her gaze came over and landed on him.  
 
    Nelson tipped his head in confusion as he looked at her. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “What? No. No, nothing’s wrong,” she said quickly and then stopped. “Not… not like that anyway.” 
 
    Like what? He had no idea. Although his own system was flooding with cortisol and heading like a demon into fight-or-flight mode, he slowed all that down long enough to realize Janet didn’t look any more settled about this conversation than he felt.  
 
    He remembered this feeling. It was the same one he’d had with Paige and Reggie before her... Make the connection. Slow down. Give her space. Just listen. Don’t panic. 
 
    “I’m…” Janet started, stopped, and shook her head. When she didn’t continue, Nelson stopped eating. 
 
    “Look, Janet, whatever it is, it’s cool. Just tell me,” he said. “We’ll figure it out. Okay?” 
 
    Gaze down, she nodded, and her breath, though slow, looked more labored than anything. It was like she was about to cry. “Actually, I wanted to run something by you.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, trying to sound confident and solid, but he wasn’t sure how well that worked. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about what we talked about the other night.” 
 
    The other night. The other night. What other night? 
 
    “I know, it’s probably not even worth thinking about,” she said, her words slowing once again, and Nelson began to understand this was not about him. She was looking for someone to talk with, someone to confide in even. 
 
    “You never know,” he said more solidly, “if you’ve been thinking about it, it must be important.” 
 
    The soft, grateful smile she gave him made him wonder how long they had been living in the same house, thinking the same thoughts—that no one saw them or cared. “I told you I never finished college.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. I remember you said that. What was your major anyway?” 
 
    “Biology.” 
 
    That surprised him. “Biology. Wow. Really?” 
 
    “I was going to be a science teacher, but that kind of got sidetracked.” 
 
    “Into banking? That’s quite a side track.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I needed the money. I started as a teller and worked my way up. I took the classes I had to, but…” 
 
    “You never finished what you really wanted to do.” 
 
    Slowly she shook her head. 
 
    “How far are you out? How much do you have to go?” 
 
    “I don’t even know really. It’s been so long.” 
 
    “But you could… I don’t know, call. Ask. Find out.” 
 
    However, she just shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s too late for me. Besides, I don’t know what your dad would say about it.” 
 
    It took everything in him not to ask what his dad had to do with her making a decision for her life, but somehow he kept himself from it. That was their lives, not his. “Wouldn’t hurt to ask the question though, would it?” 
 
    A breath and her eyes came up to meet his. “You know, for the record, I think you’re the bravest kid I know. Sorry. Not kid. Young man. You saw what you wanted and you went for it, and you didn’t let anything stop you.” 
 
    Nelson nearly laughed out loud at that. If she had any idea how many times he wanted to stop, to turn around, to not be brave, to say forget it and let life take him wherever it wanted to go.  
 
    “We all have a choice,” he said. “I think it’s like the day and the night. We’re always moving from something to something. So it’s your choice. Are you moving from night to day, or day to night?” He shrugged. “I guess I’ve just chosen to set my course to go from the night to the day and do whatever it takes to get there.” 
 
    At that, Janet smiled a real smile and stood, reaching over and sliding her hand over his hair. “You know, if that whole music thing doesn’t work out, maybe you should try psychology.” 
 
    Laughing as she went into the kitchen, Nelson crunched on his cornflakes. Wonder what a double major would look like… 
 
      
 
    Without fail, Nelson called Paige every night that week, and they talked—about college and what each of them were planning, about life and where they each were with everything. Best of all, just before she shut off the light each night, he would text some version of I love you, and she would text him back some version of the same. 
 
    By the time he asked her out for Friday night, her answer was all-but written in the stars. In fact, it was to be a triple-date. Lauren was coming to Paige’s to get ready for the guys to pick them up. Greg and his date would meet them at the park for the movie. 
 
    The Greg and his date part was the only thing giving Paige a hitch in her heart. Of course, they were still friends. In fact, they talked after church almost every Sunday, and Emme still gave her hugs. But seeing each other on a date with other people was something else entirely. 
 
    “So what do you think this one will be like?” Lauren asked as she sat at Paige’s vanity putting on her eyeliner. 
 
    “This one?” Paige asked as she dabbed on some lip gloss. 
 
    “You know, Greg’s flavor of the week.” However, the second the words were out of Lauren’s mouth, her gaze connected with Paige’s in the mirror. They had played this game before many times, but somehow it didn’t seem fun anymore. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paige said, lowering her gaze as guilt stabbed into her. How could she ever have been so mean to Greg, or to the girls she didn’t even know? “I hope she’s nice, for his sake.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lauren said softly, and it was as if they both knew that was the last time they would ever play that game again. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Nelson was easily the highlight of Paige’s week. Just being next to him, wrapped under his arm as he held the blanket in the other was even better than she remembered it. 
 
    “If I forget to tell you,” he said, leaning down to her as they walked ahead of Wes and Lauren to their tree, “you look amazing tonight.” 
 
    Paige grinned up at him. “You’re not looking half-bad yourself.” 
 
    As if it was simple, he kissed her in stride. His eyes sparkled with mirth and joy as he gazed down at her. “I don’t know how you do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Make everything so much better.” 
 
    If he kept this up, the smile would be permanently plastered to her face. At the tree, he spread out the blanket before kneeling and reaching up for her hand to help her down next to him. “Good thing they saved our spot.” 
 
    “They must’ve known we were coming.” Snuggling up next to him, Paige settled in as Lauren and Wes spread out their own blanket. 
 
    “Greg is coming, right?” Nelson asked, and Paige had to consciously keep from raking in more air than necessary at that. She let it out very slowly as Wes said they had texted that they were on their way. 
 
    Lauren glanced over at Paige, and she smiled and shrugged almost without moving. It would be all right. They just had to get through tonight’s awkwardness, and things would eventually get back to normal. At least she hoped they would. 
 
      
 
    Although he was doing his best to act like this was no big deal, Nelson was silently praying that this would, in fact, be a good idea. Of course, he couldn’t actually voice his misgivings to Wes or Paige, or Lauren for that matter. Still, he had to concentrate on acting normal and not glancing around for his friend every minute or two. Yes, Greg was coming, and that needed to be a good thing, even if it killed him. 
 
      
 
    Paige was the first to catch sight of Greg and his date coming toward them. The first thing she noticed was that Greg’s hand was in the girl’s as if they were twined together. Was this their first date or had they been going out for a while? He hadn’t mentioned a new girlfriend, but then again, was that news you made it a point to tell an old girlfriend? 
 
    “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Wes said from next to Lauren, and she hit him on the chest. 
 
    “Be nice, Wesley.” 
 
    “Nice? I’m always nice.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Greg said as they approached, and the girl with him grabbed onto his arm and all-but ducked behind him.  
 
    They all said hi, and Greg carefully pulled his date back around him. 
 
    “Everybody, this is Tausha. Tausha, this is everybody.” 
 
    “Hi,” Tausha said as they all welcomed her. 
 
    “Oh, man,” Greg said, looking around. “Rats. I went and forgot the blanket.” He looked right at Tausha who had blonde hair and long, thin features. “I should probably go back and get it.” 
 
    The poor girl looked one heartbeat away from either passing out or running. 
 
    “No, hey,” Nelson said from behind Paige. She had sat forward, and he pulled forward as well and rubbed his hand down her back. That felt comforting and safe, both of which she needed at the moment. “It’s cool. We can make room.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said, kneeling and then standing. “If we put the two blankets together…” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” Wes said as he stood too with Lauren. The four of them worked in tandem to rearrange the blankets. In no time they were ready. “See, easy as pie.” 
 
    “Pie? I thought your specialty was cake,” Paige taunted, and Wes looked at her in displeasure. 
 
    “Hey now.” He pointed at her. “No comments from the peanut gallery.” 
 
    “Oh, now I’m the peanut gallery?” she asked with a laugh as she and Nelson sat on the far edge of their blanket, Wes and Lauren took the middle spot, and Greg and Tausha sat carefully on the other side.  
 
    “Of course. You’ve always been the peanut gallery,” Wes said, and Lauren hit his chest again. 
 
    “You really need to learn how to behave,” she said to him. 
 
    “Me?” he asked as if he was stung. “What’d I do? I was minding my own business. Tell her to behave.” 
 
    Lauren exhaled dramatically. “Both of you behave, or I’m going to have to separate the two of you. And don’t think I won’t either.” 
 
    Behind Paige, Nelson laughed and leaned forward. “I’d do what she says. She doesn’t look like it, but she’s got a dark side that trust me, you do not want to see.” 
 
    “Smart man,” Lauren said, tipping her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I might not get it right the first time, but I’m a quick learner when I have to be.” 
 
    The movie picked that moment to start, and the conversation died down. Paige snuggled back next to Nelson, and after a minute or two, she let her gaze slip across their friends over to Greg. He really was so, so sweet. It would be nice if his merry-go-round of girlfriends would land on a good one for him. No, not just good. The right one. The perfect one. He deserved that. Then again, who knew? Maybe that would be Tausha. 
 
    She reangled her gaze back up to the screen even as she sent up a little prayer for them and laid her hand on Nelson’s thigh. Having found the love of her life herself, she wished this for everyone—especially her very best friends in the whole world. Two down. One to go. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The movie had been better than average, and because Lauren was staying with Paige, the four of them went back to Paige’s for a night-time snack. They invited Greg and Tausha, but she said she needed to get home, so they went their separate ways afterward. 
 
    “Tausha seems nice,” Lauren said as they all sat around the island at Paige’s eating chips and salsa. 
 
    “Have they been together long?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “First date,” Wes filled in, taking a chip laden with sauce and crunching into it. 
 
    “Oh. Okay. No wonder she seemed so quiet,” Nelson said, eating a chip of his own.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s not intimidating at all,” Lauren said with a shake of her head. “I feel for the poor girl.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Lauren asked like he was in danger of losing his last marble. “You guys are intimidating on a good day. I know you were to me at first.” 
 
    “Us? Intimidating?” Wes asked. “Eh, we’re just a bunch of soft, fuzzy teddy bears.” 
 
    “Ha,” Lauren said. “You say that now, but back then…” She shook her head as if that was debatable. 
 
    “Now wait just a second there,” Wes said. “Hold up. I seem to recall you elbowing me in the gut one time. You didn’t seem so intimidated then.” 
 
    “That’s because you headlocked me,” she said as if that should perfectly answer any question about the incident. “There’s a line there you just don’t cross.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Nelson said. 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” Wes retorted. “She didn’t nail you.” 
 
    But Nelson just smiled. “No. Not with her elbow she didn’t.” 
 
    Lauren looked at him and shrugged one shoulder before reaching for a chip. “Not my fault.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was.” 
 
      
 
    Trying to give each other maximum space, Nelson and Paige went out onto the front porch to say their goodnights, leaving Wes and Lauren inside. 
 
    “Tonight was fun,” he said, putting his hand up on the wall next to her. 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” Paige leaned against the little porch inlet, her mind and heart glad they were here once again, alone and together. It certainly was nice being alone together with him. It made life make sense in ways she hadn’t let herself remember could be. 
 
    Gazing down at her, he narrowed his eyes before tossing them to the side. “You know, you were awful quiet in there. Something I should know about?” 
 
    She shrugged one shoulder. She wouldn’t have told him if he hadn’t asked, but there was no reason to lie. “It’s just Greg.” 
 
    Instantly he looked worried though it was clear he was trying not to be. “So is that weird? Being out like that?” 
 
    However, she shook her head and lowered her gaze. “No. Not… I mean, it’s not… That’s… That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    Nelson nodded slowly. “Okay. Then what?” 
 
    Paige drew in a breath that threatened to start the tears. “It’s just… I feel so bad for him. I feel bad that it didn’t work out with us.” 
 
    True worry was starting to crowd across his face, and when she looked up, she felt even worse. 
 
    “No, Nels, that’s not what I meant.” Carefully, she slipped her hand up to his face, and love so strong, it hurt coursed through her. “I love you, and only you. I always have. I always will. You know that. It’s just that Greg is a really great guy, and it’s hard to watch him, like that. I want him to find what we have, that’s all.” 
 
    With the shadow of a smile, Nelson took hold of her hand on his face and with his other he gathered her other hand into his, before placing them both over his shoulders. His hands dropped to her waist as his gaze drilled down into hers, deeper and then deeper still. “You… You blow me away sometimes.” And with that, he hugged her to him, picking her up right off the ground. The hug tightened for a full ten seconds before he put her down again gently, and once again, his eyes captured hers. “It’s crazy because I think I love you as much as is even possible, and then you go and say something like that, and I find out I was wrong. I can love you even more than I did five minutes ago.” 
 
    Paige grinned up at him. “Sorry?” 
 
    But he just shook his head and lowered his lips to hers. “I’m not.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Nelson left with Wes shortly afterward, and Paige and Lauren spent most of the night, sitting up talking about guys and life. They finally went to sleep around 3 a.m., and Paige had fully planned on sleeping in most of Saturday. Unfortunately that plan and every other one fell through when Mrs. Martin called in a panic at just after nine. She was desperate for a babysitter. They were going to a wedding, and she simply couldn’t find anybody else. Could Paige possibly be there by noon? 
 
    It wasn’t what she wanted to do. In fact, she had hoped Nelson might have plans for them again that night. However, when she called him with the question, he had said it was cool. He was working anyway, and maybe they could do something in the afternoon on Sunday. So, she called Mrs. Martin back and accepted the job.  
 
      
 
    “No, you should do it,” Nelson had said when she called him about it, worried he would be mad. “There’s always Sunday.” 
 
    And so, Nelson found himself arriving home after work on Saturday at nearly 5:30 with no real plans for the evening, only to find his father in the kitchen. That was a surprise as usually when he came in, he showed up on Friday, but Nelson chose not to dwell too much on it. 
 
    “Cooking again?” Nelson asked with a grin as he came in and leaned on the counter. 
 
    “Yeah. Janet’s not back yet, so I told her not to worry about it, I’d have something when she got here.” Coming over, his father wiped his hands on a towel. “How about you? Big plans with Paige tonight?” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, no, not tonight. She’s babysitting, but if you guys want to be alone, I could call Wes and see if he wants to hang out.” 
 
    “Uh, well, actually.” His father glanced at the pans. “Do you have a minute?” 
 
    This was becoming a pattern, but Nelson just shrugged. “I’ve got a lot of ‘em actually. What’s up?” 
 
    Stepping past the counter, his dad put his hand out to the table, and Nelson followed and sat, wondering where this might be going. 
 
    For a very long minute after he sat down, his father did not look up, and when he did, there was a quiet pleading in his eyes. “Th-this is… I’m not sure h-how to…” 
 
    However, nothing in Nelson was at all concerned. This was the peace they talked about at church—that one that surpassed all understanding. “It’s okay, Dad. What’s going on?” 
 
    A nod, and his father started again. “Well, I’m sure you’ve noticed me hanging around here a lot.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. Would’ve been hard not to notice that, but he didn’t say that. Instead, he just let his father keep talking. 
 
    “A-and you might have wondered about that.” 
 
    “I thought you were keeping an eye on me,” Nelson said with half-a-grin. 
 
    His father nodded and grinned. “Well, that too.” Then he grew serious. “Look, I know my life has been rough on y-you.” 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    “No, Nelson, let me finish.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I thought me finding a wife was about you, about f-finding a mom for you, but I’m seeing that even though they were great at being wives, I really stunk at being a husband, and a father. When things would start to go downhill with them, I thought it was their f-fault. I thought if they would just change, then I would be all right, we would be all right. I never saw our problems as m-my fault although honestly, I pretty much felt guilty about the whole thing the whole time. 
 
    “What I’m learning is, I have to work on me and love them… love you, and Janet. I can’t fix this by fixing her. I have to work on fixing myself.” 
 
    Well, amazingly, though traveling different circuitous routes, they had come to the exact same conclusion. 
 
    “And that’s what I’ve been doing, trying to fix myself,” his father continued. “I go to a counselor now, a couple times a week, and it’s really helped me. I f-finally see why everything has always been so awful. It wasn’t your fault or Janet’s fault, or even your mom’s fault. It took me a long time to understand that the only way this changes is if I take responsibility for changing it, for changing me. I guess like the counselor says, the best apology is when your actions actually changes for the better, not just saying I’m sorry. But that has-has-hasn’t been easy.” 
 
    “I know, Dad,” Nelson said. “But I also know how much you’ve been trying.” 
 
    “I have,” his father said, his eyes making a real, honest connection with his son’s. “I really have. We-we enjoyed church last week. That was really nice, going with you. And if you’ll have us, I think we’d like to go again this weekend.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh. Yeah. Sure. That’s… that’s great,” Nelson said, thinking that had been a mighty big build up for such a small request. 
 
    His father nodded as a look of true hope crossed his face. “Good. Good. That’s great. And I know I promised you the piano. I’ve made some calls…” 
 
    “Dad, it’s fine. It’s not like…” 
 
    “No, Nelson, that piano is yours. And I never should have taken it in the first place. I just… I didn’t know how to ask you, how to talk to you about it. Talking just felt…” 
 
    For once, Nelson didn’t so much as question any of it. “I know, Dad. It’s cool. I understand, and it’ll get here when it gets here.” 
 
    Another nod, and his father’s gaze fell and stuck to the table. “Thank you… for understanding.” 
 
    Something very close to love for his father brushed across his heart. “You’re welcome.” A breath and Nelson looked down at himself, still dirty from the day’s work. “Well, I’d better…” 
 
    “Uh,” his dad said, and Nelson stopped. “I… just… I… Uh…” 
 
    Settling back down, Nelson puzzled as he watched his father. “Is there…” 
 
    Slowly his dad shifted in the chair, let out a breath, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a little box. He rifled it around and around in his fingers as Nelson fought to calm his heart that had jumpstarted at the sight. Finally, his dad set the box on the table right in front of Nelson. 
 
    “Is… is this… what I think it is?” Nelson asked, staring at it. 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    Sure enough. It was, in fact, a diamond ring.  
 
    “Wow.” Nelson ratcheted up his eyes at the sight of the thing. Tiny it was not. 
 
    “I was considering asking her this weekend,” his dad said, “but I w-wanted your opinion first.” 
 
    Nelson’s gaze slipped up in confusion. “My opinion?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think I n-need a second opinion, from someone I trust, someone who d-doesn’t just wing his way through life.” 
 
    That shocked Nelson to the core. “You… you want my opinion if you should ask Janet to marry you?” 
 
    “Again,” his father said, putting a stamp on the word. “You know how it was and how it is. Do you think I’ve changed enough to give this a try again?” 
 
    Without warning, horrible thoughts slithered over Nelson, and his gaze fell to the ring. “Are you… will you… go back… to…?” 
 
    “Atlanta?” his father asked in confusion. 
 
    Nelson nodded, knowing he had to be strong no matter what his father’s answer was. 
 
    “No,” his father said, softly but firmly. “No. I get it now. Our home is here. M-my home is here—with you and with Janet. It’s time to stop running and take some responsibility for making this w-work. I need to stop pulling up stakes every time I get a little nervous about things.” 
 
    Hope so strong it ached smashed into Nelson, and his gaze locked on his father’s. “So you’d really move back here then?” 
 
    “Yeah. I really would.” His father looked at the ring. “S-s-so what do you think?” 
 
    A breath and Nelson smiled. “I think she’s going to be shocked.” 
 
    “You think she’ll say yes?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not going to believe this,” Nelson said to Paige when he called her after supper. He wasn’t sure when his father was going to ask, but he wanted to give them ample room for the proposal if it was going to happen tonight. So as soon as the dishes were done, he’d gone to his room, making an excuse about needing to sign up for transfer orientation to Tech. “But you can’t tell anybody.” 
 
    “What?” she asked in instant concern. “What’s going on? Should I be worried?” 
 
    “No,” and Nelson couldn’t stop the laugh. “My dad…” He shook his head and grinned. “My dad is going to ask Janet to marry him again.” 
 
    Her side went silent. “What? Are you serious?” 
 
    “He’s got the ring and everything.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Tonight? This weekend maybe?” 
 
    “That… Oh, wow,” she said before he felt her breath fall. “So… what…?” 
 
    “He’s moving back,” Nelson said, filling in the details to assuage her unspoken fears. 
 
    “Really?” She sighed with relief. “So he’s coming back to stay?” 
 
    “He is.” At that moment he heard a squeal from the living room. “Oh. Hang on. Hold up. I think it just happened.” 
 
    “Right… now?” 
 
    Going to the door, he cracked it open. 
 
    “Nelson!” his father called, and Nelson nearly jumped out of his skin. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. Gotta go. I’ll call you later.” 
 
      
 
    Just like that, Nelson was gone. Pulling the phone from her ear, Paige looked at it, and before she even thought about it, she smiled and then laughed. She let out a breath, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “Wow. Okay then…” 
 
    Her heart jammed with joy as she thought about seeing him again, talking to him again after that news. He had sounded so happy, so excited. So un-Nelson-like, and she laughed again at that. 
 
    Bounding onto her bed, she snatched the notebook and pen from her backpack. Some moments were too precious not to capture. This was one of them. 
 
      
 
    Nelson all-but teleported from his room to the living room. He got there so fast, he wasn’t even sure how he’d gotten there at all. It certainly didn’t feel real. 
 
    There, he found his father with his arms around Janet who was swiping at her eyes, smiling and crying and laughing all at the same time. It took next to nothing to catch a glimpse of the sparkling ring on her left hand. Strangely, even when Nelson was in the room looking at them, they all stood there for a long moment, none of them saying anything. 
 
    “Well,” his father finally said, nearly bursting with the joy gleaming across his face, but he said no more as he glanced down at Janet who looked up at him in awe. He bent and kissed her gently, and Nelson had never seen anything so right in his life.  
 
    At Janet’s feet, Bella ran in and started barking like a crazy dog and trying to scramble up Janet’s leg to get picked up. Barely turning, Janet looked down at the little dog, clearly torn between being held by her new fiancé and picking Bella up. 
 
    “Bella,” Nelson said as if scolding her, and with two steps and one swoop, he had the little dog in his arms. She was going 72 directions all at the same time, licking at his face and trying to get free. “We have got to work on your timing, dog.” However, he laughed as she continued to squiggle and squirm. Holding her so she didn’t get loose, he looked back at them. “So I guess this means you said yes?” 
 
    Janet looked at him in surprise before understanding cascaded onto her face. She looked up at her fiancé. “Of course I did. I always have.” 
 
    Gazing at her as pure love poured from his eyes, his father seemed transported to a different realm completely. “I love you.” 
 
    She smiled up at him as she whispered. “I love you too.” 
 
    And he kissed her as his arms enveloped her. 
 
    Love. 
 
    When it was right, there was nothing else in the whole world like it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I’ll be the first one to admit, I don’t know how all of this church stuff works,” Nelson’s father said as the bright flash of a major life change faded into the soft glow of their new normal. “But maybe you could ask Paige to join us at church in the morning?” 
 
    Nelson snagged on the suggestion and had to backtrack a few steps to catch onto it. “Oh. Okay. Yeah. Sure.” 
 
    “Then, maybe afterward, we can go out and eat to celebrate—just us,” his dad said, but then he seemed to question that. “Or not. I mean, if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “Uh. No. That… that sounds okay. I’ll just have to let Wes know.” 
 
    “Great,” his father said, hugging Janet to him, and he leaned down and kissed her head.  
 
    Not sure exactly what to do next, Nelson bent and released Bella to the floor. “I guess I’ll just be… in my room.” 
 
    “You’ll call Paige?” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
      
 
    Whether she was expecting the phone call or not, Paige couldn’t clearly tell. There were so many new rules to this whole thing, she was kind of feeling like she was flying blind here. When the phone did ring, she took one look at the name and really hoped this was good news. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey.” He sounded happy. That was good. It let her breathe again. “Uh, well, she said yes.” 
 
    At that, happiness and hope flooded over Paige and she sighed with both of them. “Oh, good. That’s great.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed. “Uh, listen, Dad wanted me to ask you if you might think about going to church with us tomorrow.” 
 
    That hit her like an unseen freight train going the opposite direction, and she jerked to a full stop. “To church? Really?” 
 
    “Really. I think he’s trying to do this whole family thing. I mean, I get it if you don’t want to…” 
 
    Paige dragged in a breath and let it out very slowly. If she was going to do this, if she was going to be with Nelson, then like it or not, his family situation came with the package. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” he asked as if he might not have heard that right. 
 
    “Yeah. Okay.” 
 
      
 
    They talked only a few minutes longer, and when they hung up, Nelson placed the call to Wes to give him a head’s up about the whole thing as well. Thankfully, Wes understood about awkward family situations, and he was cool with all of it. He even promised to let Lauren know so everyone was on the same page when they got to church the next morning.  
 
    When that call was handled, Nelson placed one more. 
 
    “Well, Nelson Samuels, my man,” LJ said when the connection was made, “to what do I owe this honor?” 
 
    Nelson laughed softly. LJ. Always the drama king. “Well, I have news.” 
 
    “You went to Vegas and got married.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Nelson said, side-stepping the implication. “But someone said yes.” 
 
    LJ’s side went stark, cold silent for a full beat. “You… Are you…? You didn’t…?” 
 
    “Not me, you idiot. My dad. And Janet.” 
 
    “Oh. Wait. What? You’re… what? Are you serious?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Just happened, not even an hour ago.” 
 
    “Wow,” LJ breathed. He hesitated for a second. “And that’s… cool? You’re good with that?” 
 
    This laugh said Nelson knew exactly how deep the instant worry went with his friend. “Yeah,” he said solidly. “It’s great. Dad’s going to move back here. I think Janet might go back to school. In fact, I think things are finally going in a really good direction for all of us.” 
 
    LJ let out a hard breath. “Well, it’s about dang time.” 
 
    “Yeah. Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Wow. Cool. So, what’s the plan then?” LJ asked. “Do they have a date set yet?” 
 
    Nelson just laughed at that. “I’m telling you, man, it literally just happened.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, well… I get that. I was just wondering…” 
 
    In that moment, a thought hit Nelson and he sat up with it. “You know, you wouldn’t… I mean, I know, that would be a lot to ask, but...” 
 
    “What would?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe somehow we could get you down here for it, you and Yoli. I mean. Both of you.” Nelson’s heart surged as the idea crossed from his spirit to the air.  
 
    “Me and…” 
 
    “Yeah. You could stay here with me. I’d even give you the bed.” 
 
    “How generous.” 
 
    “And Yoli could stay with Paige.” 
 
    “Oh. Nels, I don’t…” LJ started. 
 
    “Don’t say no,” Nelson said, jumping in the middle of the protest. “Not yet. Okay? Let’s see about the date and how much it would be. I’d really love to see you guys again.” 
 
    LJ let out a breath that Nelson knew meant his friend did not think it would ever work. “Yeah, well, I guess that makes two of us.” 
 
    “So, you’d do it if we could get it to work?” Nelson asked as golden hope surged inside him. 
 
    “I don’t know, man. That’s a big if.” 
 
    “But… if?” Nelson persisted. 
 
    “Okay. Yeah. If.” 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    The next morning Nelson made it to Paige’s door with a 30-minute cushion to make a ten-minute drive. Part of it was, he didn’t want to be late. But there were other reasons too. 
 
    What he didn’t plan on was who opened the door. 
 
    “Nelson,” Paige’s dad said, and he sounded happy about that although Nelson was pretty sure the girl’s father wasn’t supposed to. “Come on in.” 
 
    Ducking Nelson followed the man in but stopped when the door closed behind him. When he lifted his gaze, he found both of her parents there in the kitchen, a growing mound of breakfast food on the island. 
 
    “Oh, good morning, Mrs. Grayson,” he said, suddenly feeling like a teenager caught out after curfew. 
 
    “Good morning, Nelson.” She smiled at him knowingly. “Paige should be out shortly.” Waving across the spread with her spatula, she almost seemed to go back to her cooking. “Help yourself. We’ve got plenty.” Shaking her head, she caught her husband’s eyes. “Never let Thomas loose in the kitchen on a Sunday morning.” 
 
    Her husband slipped around the island and right to her side. “This was my fault?” His eyes crinkled at the corners when he grinned at her. “You could have fooled me.” One quick peck on her lips, and he cleared his throat and returned his attention to their guest. “So, Nelson, would you like some orange juice or milk? We’ve got coffee too if you’d rather have that.” 
 
    Never in his life had Nelson felt so overly taken care of. It was a little disconcerting. “Uh, no. No thanks. My dad and Janet… we ate at home.” 
 
    “Oh, your dad,” Paige’s mom said. “How is he doing? Is he still in Atlanta?” 
 
    It was taking monstrous amounts of effort not to wonder if there were hidden cameras somewhere. “Uh, y-yeah. Well, kind of…” 
 
    “Kind of?” her father asked, taking a sip of coffee. “Little difficult to be two places at once.” 
 
    “Well, actually…” Nelson wasn’t sure how much of a secret things were, but the Graysons would probably find out sooner rather than later anyway. “They got engaged again. Last night.” 
 
    “Last…?” her mother said and the happiness in her eyes spoke volumes. “Oh, that’s wonderful.” 
 
    However, Thomas’s eyes flashed with something deeper and far less pleased. He took another sip. “So, they’re moving… then.” 
 
    “Wh…?” Nelson caught onto just why her father’s mood had soured so quickly. “Oh. No. Uh, Actually, he’s moving back here.” 
 
    “Really,” her mother said, softening even more, and her father looked much more pleased with that information. 
 
    “Good,” he mumbled as he took another sip. “That’s good.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nelson wound his arms up in front of him although that probably did little to no good for his suit jacket. Strange how there were huge parts of him that would have liked to talk about all of it with Mr. Grayson, Thomas. He’d always felt such a strong connection to the man, but maybe… sometime… 
 
    Before he got any of those thoughts even through his head, Paige appeared at the doorway to the hall. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, startled as she hopped, putting on her second shoe. “I didn’t know you were here.” 
 
    “He just got here,” her mother said.  
 
    “I just…” Nelson started, but the words all scattered from his brain when she straightened. Her hair was pulled back away from her face, up in a clip or something that let the soft waves of it fall on either side of her incredible, happy, beautiful face. The dress she wore, though conservative, curved in all the right places. So much so that Nelson had to regroup, putting his hand on the back of his head to get himself to at least attempt to rejoin reality. 
 
    “Are you hungry, sweetheart?” her mother asked, and Paige’s half-smile that barely slipped past her lips took the rest of his sanity with it. 
 
    “Oh, uh…” She ripped her gaze away from his, and Nelson felt like he’d just taken a direct hit to the chest. Just like that, her gaze was back, and he struggled to stay standing from the impact of it. “I think…” 
 
    Think, Nelson! Think! “We’re actually going to go out and eat with my parents after church,” he somehow managed. “I mean, it’s cool though if you want to grab something now though.” 
 
    Paige grinned at him. “Bacon it is then.” She stepped over and grabbed three pieces. 
 
    He tipped his head. “Bacon it is.” 
 
      
 
    In mere minutes they were in his car, and Paige couldn’t remember ever being so happy in her life. She slid the seatbelt on and bit into her bacon, wishing she had thought to grab some juice as well. 
 
    “You look nice,” Nelson said, putting on his own seatbelt before carefully leaning over to her for a kiss. 
 
    “Church with the fam,” she said, and it was a small fight not to sound freaked out. Instead, she bit into the bacon. “Gotta look nice for that, right?” 
 
    He smiled at her. “So right. Okay, then. Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    Although Paige had been in her church many times, she had never actually ventured in to the one across town, which upon reflection was odd since this was where Lauren had gone her whole life. Somehow the topic of the venue where they worshiped had never really come up in conversation. Now it was all Paige could think about. 
 
    “You okay?” Nelson asked as they walked together to the building. 
 
    “Yeah,” Paige said more like a breath than a stamp.  
 
    “It’s going to be cool,” he said, taking her hand as they headed up the concrete steps. “Dad and Janet, they wanted you to come.” 
 
    “No. Yeah. I know.” She nodded as he opened and held the door for her. “I’m fine.” 
 
    And she was. Right up to the point that they crossed into the huge lobby and found his father and Janet standing there, clearly waiting for them. His father looked a little pale and very nervous.  
 
    “Oh, good. You guys made it,” he said when they made across the lobby. “So.” He clapped his hands, and Paige jumped just enough to send shockwaves right across her heart.  
 
    Regrouping, she lifted her chin and got herself to smile. 
 
    “Uh, the others already went in,” his father continued. “I guess… we should join them?” 
 
      
 
    Paige looked to Nelson who glanced down at her. Clearly, someone was going to have to be the brave one and take the lead. It looked like that task fell to him. 
 
    “Guess so,” he said with far more solidity than he felt. Gripping her hand so he wouldn’t lose his nerve or cool, Nelson headed for the doors to the main sanctuary. Into and through them he went, and Moses traversing the Red Sea couldn’t have needed any more faith to make that walk. He spotted Wes and Lauren, Wes’s mom and Lauren’s family down the way, but there clearly wasn’t enough room for four more people in that bench. So he stopped right behind them and stepped aside to let Paige in first. At least he could be a buffer between her and his parents.  
 
    His dad followed him in just as Lauren caught sight of her friend. Lauren’s smile lit the entire room, and she put her hand back to Paige. Nelson loved how simple the gesture of friendship was between them, and he was so grateful for all Lauren and Wes had done for them. In fact, when he sat, he bowed his head and said a quick prayer of thanks for those friendships that had brought them so far. It was a good-sure bet none of them would be here today without them. 
 
      
 
    “Faith,” the pastor said from the pulpit when they were all seated again. “Faith. The Bible says that faith can move mountains. That faith is hoping for and believing in what we cannot see. Faith changes things. We walk by it and see by it. When everything is wrong around us, faith is what shows us the way. Faith is strength when we are weak and compassion when we need it the most. It is mercy and forgiveness in the moments of greatest pain. It is peace that calms the storm. It is the ability to keep walking and keep facing what most needs to be faced in our lives. 
 
    “Faith is believing in God, Who is bigger than us, and having confidence that He is on our side. Faith is trusting Him no matter what the world happens to be telling us right now. Faith is our defense, our guiding light, our hope in the midst of hopelessness. It is confidence in the midst of life’s confusion and chaos. 
 
    “But if faith moves mountains, then doubt and worry and fear can and often do create them where they were not before.” Gripping the pulpit, the preacher shook his head. “Faith and fear. Doubt and belief. They are our choice. But that choice is not always so simple.” 
 
    He stopped and put his head down. “A few years ago, my wife and I lost our baby girl. As most of you remember, she became ill quite suddenly. In the hospital, I remember praying and begging God that He would let her live. I want to tell you that I had faith in that outcome, but that would be a lie. You see, it’s easy to say ‘have faith.’ It’s easy to preach it. It is much, much harder to live it. 
 
    “In many ways, I think we misunderstand faith. I think we believe that having faith will somehow insulate us from bad things happening. We believe that going to church somehow inoculates us from the really tragic things that happen in our world. It doesn’t. Suffering still exists. Illness still exists. Pain still exists. Death still exists. And we can feel powerless in the face of them. But what I learned is that God doesn’t always fix what’s making us suffer. Instead, if we look with eyes of faith, we find that He walks with us through the suffering. 
 
    “I know for me, the worry, the fear, the doubt—they all created mountains. In my life but also inside of me. Mountains of grief that I did not think I would ever recover from. Mountains of hopelessness and helplessness that I never knew someone could have.” 
 
    Next to him, Nelson caught the slow movement of his father’s hand up to his face, and it dragged his attention over with it. Sniffing, his father tried to blink back the tears, but they were sliding down his face even as he wiped them away.  
 
    For one second, helplessness slithered over Nelson as well. What could he do? He couldn’t change what had happened or bring her back. He couldn’t fix any of it. “God,” he whispered in his heart, “why…?” 
 
    However, before the question had even formed, he watched as Janet put her hand onto his father’s. She smiled up at him, tears in her eyes as well. With a nod and a sniff, his father slipped his arm around her and bent his head over onto hers, and just like that, they were holding each other. 
 
    With a nod of his own in understanding of how grateful he was to Janet for being there for his dad, Nelson swung his head forward and let out a breath. Tragedy. Illness. Death. Yes, life wasn’t always fair or easy for any of them. 
 
      
 
    As she sat there next to Nelson, Paige couldn’t help but consider standing up and telling the preacher he could have chosen a better sermon. There were a million things he could have talked about today. Why this? 
 
    “It is faith, however,” the pastor said, “that allows us to walk with those who are grieving. Our faith can be the light they most need in the darkness. Faith reminds us again and again that the darkness has no power over one lit candle.” 
 
    The darkness has no power over one lit candle. One lit candle. One. 
 
    Defiant in the face of the storm of his life, Paige glanced over and noticed Nelson’s hand there on his thigh. A soft laugh went through her as memories of that hand in a darkened auditorium flooded through her. She’d never thought that was faith, only her wanting him to know he wasn’t alone. Then again… 
 
    Sliding her hand over, she laid hers atop his and wrapped her fingers over and down into the hollow of his palm. In surprise, his gaze jerked over to her as if he had forgotten she was there. But in that second, he suddenly remembered and hope flooded across his face. 
 
    “That’s what I learned. Faith is having enough courage to light a candle. Especially in the darkness. In the face of the darkness of this world, be brave enough to light a candle with faith, believing in the light rather than succumbing to the darkness. In fact, that is the power of the cross. That’s why we proclaim what Jesus Christ did on that cross—because He took on the darkness of the world, and through His faith in His father and in what could be, He moved the mountain of death out of our path. By being our light in the darkness, He cleared the way for us to get back to Heaven. Because of what He did, because of His death and resurrection, I can have faith that there will be a time when despite everything the darkness tried to do, despite everything it has done, I will see my baby girl once again. Someday, when every tear will be wiped away, and faith finally brings us all home.” 
 
      
 
    Paige was still hanging on to Nelson’s hand when they walked out of the church. Letting go was no longer an option. They talked with Wes and Lauren for a few minutes before Nelson’s dad called over to them, “Nelson, are you all ready?” 
 
    “Uh. Yeah.” He looked down at Paige who nodded with her eyes. “Yeah. We’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Whew,” Nelson said when they were safely in his car in the parking lot, ready to head to Bailey’s, an up-scale restaurant that was fancier than The Ranch House but not quite in the realm that Antonio’s used to be. He smiled at the memory, glad they were going to have the chance to make more of them together. “That was some sermon.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, rubbing her hand down his arm as concern poured from her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah.” Quickly, he leaned over and kissed her. “But in case I forget to say it, thanks for being my light. That darkness thing gets kind of freaky when you’re out there all by yourself.” 
 
    Paige’s smile lit her whole face as she took his hand. “You’re never by yourself.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
      
 
    At the restaurant, Paige held onto Nelson’s hand and his arm for good measure. She was happy for them all, but being with them still felt intimidating in ways she couldn’t exactly explain. 
 
    “Oh, good,” his dad said, standing on their approach, “you made it.” He waved his hand at the other two chairs at the table. “Paige, we’re so glad you could come.” 
 
    “Thanks for inviting me,” she said as Nelson pulled her chair out and she fought to get into it gracefully. Doing two things at once had never seemed so challenging.  
 
    Once down, she had to take a breath to keep herself there. Unsure of what her next move should be, she barely got herself to glance across the table at the two adults. Why was the word run screaming so loudly through her? 
 
    Be a light. One lit candle. Don’t let the darkness win. 
 
    She struck on something, and although she didn’t really feel equal to it, she dragged her gaze up to them just the same. “I wanted to say… to tell you…” Fear lodged in her throat when they both looked over at her, and she had to clear her throat to keep going. “Hm. Congratulations.” Somehow she got a smile out. “Nelson told me you got engaged. That’s… That’s great.” 
 
    It didn’t sound great. Did it sound great? The lack of oxygen getting from her lungs to her brain was starting to make things tip and turn. 
 
    However, Nelson’s dad just smiled the biggest grin she’d ever seen as he put his hand on Janet’s. “Thank you, Paige. Really.” His gaze slipped from hers over to Janet’s but the grin never left. “We’re thrilled.” A second of conversation passed between them, and he nodded slightly before returning his gaze across the table. “Hm. Actually, w-w-we wanted to ask you a question. Well, N-Nelson, a question actually.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Nelson asked as if surprised to be included in the exchange. 
 
    “Well,” his dad said, and with a breath, all the tension seemed to slip away from him, “I’m going to need a best man when we do this thing, and I was wondering if you would think about…” 
 
    Paige’s gaze jumped over to Nelson who very nearly dropped his menu as shock rained down his face. 
 
    “Me?” he asked, and it was clear he thought he must not have heard that right. 
 
    “Yeah,” his dad said before dropping his gaze as if Nelson might actually say no. It took a full second for him to get his gaze back up again, and it went from Nelson to Janet and back again even when it did. “I’d… really…. like it if…” 
 
    Nelson let out a breath of utter disbelief as Paige looked from his dad to him. “I…” His eyes slipped closed as he shook his head, stunned, before dragging them open, the shock still written all over him. “Yeah. Yes. Of course. I mean, of course. I’d be honored.” 
 
    Pure happiness washed across the table, and Nelson’s gaze went from them to Paige who loved him more than she had five minutes before. How was that even possible? 
 
    “Wow. Okay,” he said, sitting back and shaking his head. “Didn’t see that one coming.” 
 
    “Oh,” his dad said, “and before they show up to take our order. One more thing.” He glanced at Janet.  
 
    What more could there possibly be? 
 
    “We’ve talked about it, and we’d really like it if you… well, if your band… would play something. For the ceremony and maybe even for like our first dance or something.” 
 
    “You want us to play?” Nelson asked, nearly coming out of his skin as he sat forward. “Are you…” He snagged on that. “Are you serious?” 
 
    His dad smiled and then grimaced. “Uh. Yeah? Why? Is that…” He glanced at Janet for help, but she only shrugged with wide eyes. Pulling his gaze back to Nelson’s, he seemed to shrink. “Is that a bad thing? I mean, if you don’t want…” 
 
    “Want…” Nelson shook himself. “I… No. I mean, yes. I mean, uh, I’ll have to ask the guys first, of course, but for me, yes. Absolutely.” 
 
    The waitress stepped up just then. “Sorry for the wait. Our special today is…” 
 
    But Paige was pretty sure no one at that table even heard the rest of her speech. 
 
      
 
    When the waitress was gone, Nelson forced himself to swim out of the shock of all that had just happened. It wasn’t easy. “So, not that it’s a big deal, but have you guys set a date yet?” 
 
    “We were actually thinking about the first weekend in August,” his dad said. “We don’t want to wait, and we’d like for it to be before you go to school.” 
 
    “First of August. Wow. That’s quick,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Well, I was going to put my two weeks in tomorrow.” 
 
    “Two… wow.” 
 
    “I’ve already got my applications in at some of the regional banks here,” his father said, taking a sip of his water. “And we’re going house hunting next weekend.” 
 
    The whirlwind picked Nelson up and spun him around. “Okay. So, do you have a place picked out for the wedding, or is this just going to be a JP deal?” 
 
    His father glanced at Janet. “Actually, we’re talking with the preacher next weekend, so…” 
 
    For some reason, Nelson noticed Janet’s lack of contribution to the conversation. “So, Janet,” he said, “with all of this, are you still thinking about going back?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and panic streaked across her face. 
 
    “Back?” his dad asked in confusion, and he looked at her and then back at Nelson. 
 
    “Uh… I don’t…” she stumbled, and for one second, Nelson thought about ditching the subject completely. She seemed to want him to. However, he also knew how easily your own hopes and dreams could get buried in the avalanche of someone else’s.  
 
    “Yeah,” he continued as he sat forward. “Janet and I were talking the other day about school. She was thinking about going back.” 
 
    “To school?” his father asked, not reining in the surprise at all. “I… You didn’t tell me that.” 
 
    “It’s… It’s no big deal,” Janet said, shrinking. “It was just a thought.” 
 
      
 
    It was something about how she said it that intrigued Paige. Tipping her head, she sat forward. “What were you thinking about studying?” 
 
    Janet’s gaze whipped up to her, and in her gaze, Paige saw something she never had before. Intimidation and fear. “I… It’s… I don’t…” 
 
    How had she so missed all the things in Janet’s eyes? Paige wasn’t sure, but she saw them now. 
 
    “Because, you know, I’m at that stage,” Paige continued as if this conversation was perfectly normal for all of them, “not knowing what to go into. I mean, hello, how do you decide what you want to do for the rest of your life? You know?” 
 
    Both men stayed silent as this conversation clearly was between the women. 
 
    “Actually,” Janet said, looking like a scared animal being coaxed out of a cage, “I… uhm… I always kind of wanted to be a science teacher.” 
 
    Paige wasn’t sure if she or Nelson’s dad was more surprised.  
 
    “Really? A science teacher? Like cutting up frogs and stuff?” She probably shouldn’t have said it like that since they were about to eat lunch, but it was out before she thought about how it would sound. 
 
    “Yeah. Biology was always my favorite,” Janet said, warming to the topic. She smiled, leaned forward, and shrugged. “How all those systems work together, it’s fascinating.” 
 
    “You never told me that,” Nelson’s dad said. 
 
    Janet shrugged into herself. “It never came up.” 
 
    “So, did you find out what you lack?” Nelson asked, jumping in before Janet could shrink back again. 
 
    “Actually, I did. I called them yesterday. I’m about 20 hours from a Bachelor of Science in biology. If I took another nine beyond that, I’d be set to get my teaching degree.” 
 
    “Twenty-nine,” Nelson said. “Well, that’s only a couple of semesters. Or you could do it a little slower, take summer classes. It’d be a year either way, but it sounds doable. It’s not like you’re starting all back over or anything, and they’ve got lots of online and distance learning classes you can take now.” 
 
    Their appetizers showed up, and they all dug in without formality. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Janet said. “It’s been a long time, and one of the classes I still have to take is College Algebra. I was never very good at math.” 
 
    Paige grinned and leaned toward Nelson, putting her head on his shoulder. “Well, I know someone who is great at math.” She sat up still smiling at him. “And I’ll bet you I could talk him into helping you out.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Janet grinned at them. “Well, you’ll have to introduce me sometime.” 
 
    Happiness washed over Paige as she looked at him, drawing him to her for a kiss. “Wait ‘til you meet him. I think you’ll love him as much as I do.” 
 
    Surprise lit his face just as his lips met hers. When he backed up, his eyes held wild disbelief that she would be so bold.  
 
    Never taking her gaze from him, Paige sighed. “He’s absolutely amazing.” 
 
    Heedless of their table companions, Nelson kissed her again, softly, gently and with so much love she could feel it in every spark between them. Amazing didn’t even come close.


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue  
 
      
 
    The weekend was all set though it was to be the third weekend in August not the first.  
 
    Thursday afternoon, they were headed to the airport to get LJ and Yoli. It had taken three calls to Daniel, seven to LJ, two to Yoli, and at least two conversations with his father, but they were coming. Nelson was proud of that fact. He had friends, coming in from out of town to help him celebrate his father’s wedding. It made him feel grown up in a weird way he hadn’t really expected in the middle of trying to make it all happen. 
 
    However, they wouldn’t have a lot of time to show his friends the town because they were scheduled to be at Paige’s parents’ house by six-thirty tonight for practice. That was jamming things up for everyone, but hanging out and singing a little versus practicing for something this important were two very different things. They’d already had two practices, but this one was make or break. 
 
    That was plans for today. 
 
    Tomorrow would be spent moving all of the equipment to the little reception hall. Thankfully, he would have Wes, who had taken off for the weekend and LJ to help with that. Greg was working, as usual. Paige and Yoli would probably help too, but he, of all people, knew the task that moving the equipment would be. In fact, that was why in the morning, he needed to be up bright and early to pick up the dollies from Randy. He couldn’t forget that or the job would be triple as hard as it was going to be anyway. 
 
    They had to get everything moved and set up by five because rehearsal and the rehearsal dinner for the wedding was at seven. Somewhere in there, he needed to get the tuxes picked up, and he hadn’t even written his best man speech yet. 
 
    Of course, Saturday was the big day… 
 
    Nelson let out a long breath as the weight of all of it pressed down on him. Traffic wasn’t helping anything. In fact, his nerves were about to completely get away from him. “Oh, come on, people. What is the hold up?” 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, you know,” Paige said from her seat on the passenger’s side. She put her hand across to his arm. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    He glanced over at her, half-smiled and shook his head. “You would think I was the one getting married.” 
 
    She laughed at that. “Oh, now, there’s a scary thought. How does eloping sound?” 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” he laughed sarcastically. “Right now? It sounds amazing.” 
 
    With a smile, Paige shook her head. “It’s going to be fine, Nels. Trust me. We got the flowers all done last night. Janet’s bouquet is gorgeous.” 
 
    “Flowers is not what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “We’ve still got an hour ‘til their plane lands,” she said. “We’ll be there in plenty of time.” 
 
    “Not like this we won’t. Come on! Seri… Oh, my gosh. Are you kidding me?” 
 
      
 
    Paige had studied Nelson Samuels enough to know that this brewing storm was always just below the surface, ready to take over if he let his guard down. She had also learned there were two ways through the storm—meeting it head-on or finding a distraction. At the moment, a distraction seemed her best bet.  
 
    Without bothering to ask, she reached over and flipped from the radio to the CD.  
 
    “You know,” she said as one of his piano pieces she had memorized started pouring through the speakers, “I was going through some of my old stuff the other night, and I found the lyrics I wrote to ‘Becoming Me’ that time. Remember that one? The one you wrote for the Spring Fling?” 
 
    “Senior year,” Nelson said, and Paige knew almost instantly her ploy had worked. He glanced over at her, that boyish smile replacing the frustration almost like magic. “You have that?” 
 
    “I do. You’ll have to read it sometime.”  
 
    Sweet peace drifted onto his face, and even under the sunglasses, she could tell he was calming down. With a shake of his head, he put his hand onto hers between them. “I’m going to have to see if I ever recorded that one.” 
 
    “I hope you did.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    “This should be them any minute now,” Nelson said, checking his watch again, as he stood with Paige by the large windows off to the side of the walkway where small swarms of people emerged intermittently from the concourse beyond. They’d been standing there, waiting for at least 20 minutes, which was good in one way but frying his nerves the other. “They should’ve landed a good ten minutes ago. The board said their flight was on time. Where are they?” 
 
    “Hey,” Paige said, gazing up at him, her face somewhere between a smirk and annoyed. “You know, don’t get me wrong. I like the whole punctual, take-charge thing you’ve got going on here, but if it’s all the same to you, I’d really like to not be on a Level Ten freak out when they get here. LJ’s going to take one look at you and think he should take you back home with him if you’re all Spaz-City when he gets here.” 
 
    “Spaz-City?” Nelson’s full attention fell to her, and a smile cracked into his eyes. “Really?” 
 
    She grinned at him. “Really.” Sliding her arm all the way around his waist, she tucked herself under his arm and upturned her face to his. “Besides, it’s a beautiful day. You’re here with me… Is it really so bad?” 
 
    Just like that, the stressed dropped away from him. “Well, when you put it that way.” Gently he leaned down to her and laid his lips on hers. They were sweet like honey and tasted like fire. 
 
    “Hmm. See what I’m saying.” 
 
    “I’m starting to, but maybe a little more explanation wouldn’t hurt.”  
 
    And he kissed her again, letting this one linger as if they weren’t in full view of an entire airport full of people. 
 
    “Hey. Hey. Hey, you two, break it up already! What’re we going to have to hose you down?” 
 
    Both of them turned as one, and just like that Nelson stepped away from her.  
 
    “LJ! My man!” He put his arms fully around his friend and hugged him tightly.  
 
    “Nelson, my brother,” LJ said, clapping Nelson on the back. When he finally stepped back, LJ’s gaze slipped right over to Paige as she straightened, unsure of who was to make the introductions. “And you must be Paige.” LJ stuck his hand out to her, and she stepped forward to shake his hand, trying to be brave and not awkward about it.  
 
    “Yep. That would be me.” 
 
    “Good thing,” LJ said with a wink at her. “He better not be doing that with nobody else.” 
 
    Paige laughed, self-conscious by the implied compliment. 
 
    Without pause, Nelson had stepped over to the young lady behind LJ and enveloped her in a hug as well. 
 
    “Yoli,” he said. “Aw, man, I missed you, girl.” 
 
    The young woman came out of the hug smiling like the noonday sun. “Okay. Just for the record, I still think you’re crazy about all of this.” 
 
    Nelson laughed at that. “And you wouldn’t have me any other way.” 
 
    “True that,” LJ said. Hands on his hips, he heaved a sigh. “What do you say we get our bags and blow this popsicle stand?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
      
 
    Paige walked with the three of them over to the baggage claim. Although she was safely tucked under Nelson’s arm, she felt a little superfluous to the proceedings. Still, she was glad for Nelson, glad his friends had come, glad he looked so happy now that they were here. 
 
    Near the baggage claim, the guys stepped away to snag the luggage, leaving her standing awkwardly with Yoli, Yolanda. Paige wasn’t even sure what to call her as they hadn’t formally met nor been introduced. She really wished she was better at all of this. 
 
    “Well,” the young lady with the dark, olive skin that stood out in contrast to her just-off-white jacket, said, “I guess that answers that question.” 
 
    Trying not to panic, Paige glanced over at her. “What question is that?” 
 
    Yoli swung her gaze over and smiled at Paige. “If this was really the right move for Nelson.” 
 
    Speechless as to how to reply to that, Paige opened her mouth and then closed it when no words came. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Yoli said, “we were both praying you were actually worth it. It’s nice to see you were.” 
 
    Paige wasn’t at all sure what to say to that especially when she caught sight of the two guys coming back over, laden with luggage and looking happier than she’d ever seen two people look. 
 
    “I’m Yoli by the way,” the young woman said, putting out her hand.  
 
    “Paige,” Paige said, still spinning on the question of how to do all of this. 
 
    “I figured as much,” Yoli said with a sly grin. “Let me tell you, you’ve got that boy wrapped around your little finger. You know that, right?” 
 
    Before Paige could answer, the guys walked up, and before she could think another thought, she was again safely under Nelson’s arm as if it was the only place in the world she was ever meant to be. 
 
    “You know, not to be an annoying guest or anything,” LJ said as he collected Yoli’s hand, and the four of them started out, “but please tell me you have something to eat around here. I ate a banana before we left at five this morning, and those peanuts on the plane are not cutting it anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, and that landing in Phoenix probably didn’t help anything either,” Yoli said. 
 
    “Oh, lands! Let’s not even talk about that. Put it this way, hundred-degree heat is not your best friend when you’re landing an airplane.” 
 
    “You know what?” Nelson said as they headed out into the bright sunshine beyond. “I think I’ve got just the place.” 
 
    Puzzled, Paige looked up at him, and he grinned down at her. 
 
    “You did remember to bring your gun, didn’t you?” he said so only she could hear, and it puzzled her even more for a single second.  
 
    Then she literally laughed out loud. “Oh, boy. I hope you guys like bar-b-que.” 
 
    “This sounds like a challenge,” LJ said. 
 
    “It is,” the two of them said together, and they burst into laughter. 
 
    “I think we’re in trouble,” LJ said to Yoli. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What was your first clue?” 
 
      
 
    With happiness dancing around him like the sparkles of the sunshine, Nelson tugged Paige a little closer to him. No question about it. When they were together, everything really was right. It was all he had ever wanted it to be and more. 
 
    In the car, with his friends in the back, Nelson put his sunglasses on and started the car before taking her hand in his. “Buckle up, people. Time to get this show on the road.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you loved 
 
    “Only Together,” 
 
    Please consider leaving a review on Amazon! 
 
    Click here! 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Shhhhh… 
 
    Here’s a sneak peek of 
 
    “Hopelessly Devoted to You” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Greg 
 
      
 
     Elbow-deep in sandwich fixings, Greg Everett felt his cell phone buzz in the pocket of his jeans. Of course, he couldn’t answer it now.  
 
    “Welcome to Subs,” he said on the ding of the door. It was just after one o’clock on Thursday afternoon, and it seemed like every person within a ten-mile radius had decided that a sandwich was the best way to go for lunch. “A little help out here,” he called, ducking quickly to the back on his way to toasting the meatball sub he’d just prepared. “Hi, welcome to Subs. What can I get you?” 
 
      
 
    It was two hours later before he remembered the text, and finally on his ten-minute break, he pulled the phone out and sat down in the back in a veritable heap of exhaustion. If this kept up, he wouldn’t have to worry about practice tonight. He’d be dead by then anyway. 
 
     Just checking to make sure you’re remembering practice tonight. Wes. 
 
     Greg heaved another sigh and typed in his reply. Yep. I’ll be there. Hitting send, he shook his head with a frustrated swipe of his forehead. Practice was about the last place he wanted to be tonight, or any night for that matter. 
 
     First of all, there was the fact that Nelson and Paige were such a couple now. You couldn’t be around them without feeling all the love between them. Sure, Greg was happy for them, but seeing them together reminded him every, single time how very alone he was, and that hurt in ways he just couldn’t even admit to himself. Paige had even stopped coming to church. Okay, she hadn’t stopped. She had just started going to the one all the others went to across town—with Nelson, of course. Not that Greg blamed her for that. After all, it was him, not her that had called off their ill-fated, doomed-from-the-very-beginning romance. 
 
     Noble. That’s what he told himself it was at the time. Stupid was probably a better word for it. He’d known from the very first time he’d kissed her if Nelson ever showed up again… 
 
    Not that he didn’t want the two of them together. He did. They were “right.” Meant to be. Soulmates if ever there were two. He knew that as well as anybody on the planet. It had just been so nice going with Paige. So very low-key and comfortably easy. She wasn’t all high-maintenance like so many of the other girls he had gone out with since high school. In fact, a big part of him wanted to give up on the romance scene altogether, but showing up alone to everything didn’t sound appealing either. Especially with all the others—Wes and Lauren, Nelson and Paige—all showing up at everything paired off like the loading of the ark. 
 
     His one, lone, hopefully-not-paired-up-for-forever friend, Taylor Grayson had been more than a little scarce lately. Off to college at Tech, she was an hour away—for the time being anyway. The good news was their high school band, Rev4 was getting together again for a weekend gig, playing for Nelson’s dad’s upcoming wedding. The bad news was, Taylor could as easily be a no-show as she could deign to lend them the honor of her presence. It wasn’t like she hadn’t bailed on them before. In fact, they’d had three practices so far and she hadn’t bothered to show up at a single one. 
 
     High maintenance. He laughed at that. If Paige was low-maintenance, then her older sister was definitely on the high maintenance list. They’d been friends since third grade when they’d played jacks on the classroom floor during recess together for two days. Him with a broken arm, her with a sore throat so she couldn’t go outside. And that pretty much summed up their relationship, doing things together because the other options weren’t really options. 
 
     Still, he smiled at the thought of her. Taylor Grayson. She always made him smile, always made his days a little more worth living. She’d definitely grown up since all those years before with those jacks. In fact, without even trying, Greg well-remembered many of the milestones in her life. Spelling Bee champ in fifth grade. Braces in eighth. Boys in ninth. A beautiful, strong, talented young woman by the time they graduated from high school and went their separate ways. And always, always, he’d had a soft spot in his heart for her.  
 
     That probably wasn’t as wise as it might have sounded. For one thing, Taylor hardly even knew he was alive, which was ironic since they’d been in Rev4 together since their sophomore year, singing love songs to each other in her basement almost every day for three whole years. He had lived for those days back then, and even now, when he thought about them, it didn’t take much for the sad, wistful smile to drift over his heart at the futility of it all. It was probably a good thing he’d never been dumb enough to tell her how he felt about her. After all, Taylor was the epitome of uber-popular. She surely would have laughed in his face. 
 
     Still, seeing her again… Especially if she brought what’s-his-name. Greg’s entire being locked on that memory and growled. Taylor sitting on that jerk’s lap in her basement while Greg tried his best to focus on his then-girlfriend Paige. Awkward did not do that memory justice. 
 
     His head started to hurt at the thought of seeing her with the jerk again, and everything in him said he should figure out a way to get out of practice tonight or better yet, the whole weekend altogether. If she showed up with that jerk… 
 
    Unfortunately, he couldn’t do that to Nelson… or to Wes. No, they needed him, and he wouldn’t let them down. And so, he would show up, just like he always did, and he’d stuff all the ridiculous feelings down inside himself, put on a smile, and somehow get through it. 
 
     It wasn’t great, but this was his life. So he didn’t have much other choice. 
 
     “I’m headed to the bank,” Maria Gonzalez, his latest manager, said, striding in from the front. “Hold down the fort.” 
 
     Greg clicked off his cell phone and put it back in his pocket. “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson 
 
      
 
     “Well, as much as I don’t want to say it,” Nelson Samuels said as he, his girlfriend Paige Grayson and his two best friends from Seattle, LJ Stewart and Yolanda Salazar, sat at Mikey’s Bar-B-Que joint, “we really better get going.” 
 
     “So what’s the plan?” LJ asked as they threw napkins onto the bar-b-que stained cardboard bowls and stood. 
 
     “I guess we’ll take the girls to Paige’s and then we’ll go on over to the new house.” Nelson half-led them out though they were moving more like a herd than in any kind of line. “That way everybody can get settled before practice tonight.” 
 
     “So you got moved then?” LJ asked. 
 
     “Yep,” Nelson said, his mind helpfully recalling all of his stuff stacked and strewn about the new room he’d acquired just the week before. 
 
     “Are you really going to play for your dad’s wedding?” Yoli asked as they traipsed out into the bright August sunlight and straight to Nelson’s car. 
 
     “Yeah. Paige and I are going to play one at the actual wedding.” 
 
     “You and Paige?” Yoli asked, looking at Paige as the two of them got in on the passenger’s side, Yoli in the back, Paige in the front. 
 
     “It’s one we wrote together,” Nelson said by way of explanation, “back in high school. The church only has an organ and a piano, and rather than drag a bunch of equipment in, we figured it would be easier.” 
 
     “I thought you said we were moving the equipment,” LJ said from the back as Nelson started the car and pulled out. 
 
     “We are. To the hall where the reception is. Plan is to start that about ten in the morning. I’m going to snag some dollies from my job. Hopefully that will make things easier.” 
 
     “And we’ve got to carry this stuff up from a basement?” LJ asked. 
 
     “You got it.” 
 
     “I got it,” LJ said sarcastically. “I ain’t got nothing, and I think you’ve got rocks in your head.” 
 
     “Gee thanks.” But Nelson wasn’t mad. In fact, he was beginning to agree. Whose dumb idea was this anyway? 
 
      
 
    Paige 
 
      
 
    The unreality of it all hit Paige when the guys let her and Yoli off at her house. It wasn’t totally awkward until the two of them were standing in her living room with Yoli’s luggage as the door closed on the guys’ departure.  
 
    Yoli, a young woman of around twenty-two, was older than Paige by at least four years, but it felt like far more. From the information she had gleaned from Nelson, Yoli was a senior at Northwestern in Seattle. That’s where Nelson had gone for two of his college years before transferring back home. In the fall, she and Nelson would be going to Tech with Wes, Lauren, and Greg. Fall had once seemed so far away. Now it was less than a week until the big move. Crazy how time did that. 
 
     “Uhm. Hm.” Paige cleared her throat and kicked herself reluctantly into hostess mode. “I think I’m going to let you have Taylor’s room. That way you don’t have to sleep on the floor.” Taylor, Paige’s older sister, was already off at Tech living her amazing life. With a thwack, Paige chopped that thought in half as she turned down the hallway and went all the way to the end. “Even if she comes home, she won’t stay overnight, and you might as well have something more comfortable than the floor.” 
 
     “Oh. Okay. Are you sure? I’d hate to ace your sister out of her own bed.” Yoli, a Latina beauty of epic proportions, looked casually cool with her hair up in a high bun and a strappy, navy T-shirt over form-fitted jean shorts that rolled up at the ends. Even her black choker necklace was casually amazing. 
 
     “Nah. It’s okay. Tay hasn’t stayed here in… well… a while.” Swallowing the words she wanted to add about her sister going AWOL from the family over some tattooed, big-mouthed jerk of a guy, Paige shrugged. “She won’t even know the difference.” 
 
     Yoli put her suitcase down by the bed. “Well, all right. If you say so.” 
 
     A breath as the awkwardness threatened again and Paige yanked her gaze down and turned. “Uh, the bathroom’s just down here.” She headed back down the hallway where she clicked the light on in the bathroom. “You’re welcome to anything and everything. Towels are in this cabinet, extra supplies in this one.” Going in, she touched each one in turn. “I don’t know if you brought your shampoo and stuff, but there’s some in the shower. Help yourself if you need it.” 
 
     In her pocket, her cell phone beeped, and without thinking, she pulled it out as Yoli stood in the doorway looking very out of place. 
 
     “It’s Lauren,” Paige said by way of explanation, and she’d answered the call before she thought about giving more explanation or declining it for politeness sake. “Hey.” She glanced at Yoli before dragging her gaze down. “Yeah, they’re here. Yeah. Yeah. Uh-huh. Sure. K. Yeah. That works. Okay. K. Yeah. I’ll see ya. Bye.” Holding up the cell, she waved it once. “Lauren, my best friend. Her and Wes are going to be here around six.” 
 
     “And Wes is…?” Yoli asked clearly trying to fit all the pieces into the right place in this puzzle. 
 
     “Nelson’s best friend,” Paige said as she stuffed the cell phone back in her back pocket. “Well, one of mine too I guess.” 
 
     “So you and Nelson are best friends with…” 
 
     “Lauren and Wes.”  Paige smiled. “It’s kind of a thing. They were in a band—Nelson and Wes and Greg… Everett, their other friend. The guys and Taylor.” 
 
     “Taylor, your sister?” 
 
     “Right. Her. Anyway, in high school they were pretty much the ‘it’ group. They practiced in our basement so they were hanging around here all the time. Of course, Lauren and I were up here studying, and…” 
 
     Yoli nodded slowly. “Well, I guess that’s one way to find someone, just have your sister bring in a whole slew of guys for you to choose from.” 
 
     That dropped Paige’s gaze. Taylor had accused her of practically that same thing though she knew Yoli was only kidding. “Yeah. Guess so.” 
 
     “Greg,” Yoli said all of a sudden and her eyes widened though she was trying to hide her shock, “wait. He’s not the one that…” 
 
     Brushing her bangs from her forehead, Paige lifted her gaze. “Yeah. He is.” As much as she wanted to, Paige found she couldn’t hold Yoli’s gaze. It was clear news of their ill-fated romance had made it all the way to Seattle. 
 
     “Oh.” Yoli looked like she’d just been sucker punched. “I guess… Wow.” 
 
     Paige laughed softly. “Yeah. It was a little weird there for a while.” 
 
     “I can imagine,” Yoli said, but her tone was compassionate rather than gossipy. “But everything’s okay now, right?” 
 
     Thinking that through, Paige nodded. “I think so. Nelson and I are good. It took a while to get going in the same direction, but I think we finally have. Lauren and Wes are…” She rolled her eyes. “Wait ‘til you meet them. You’ll see what I mean.” 
 
     “And Greg?” Yoli asked gently. 
 
     With an exhale, Paige felt her heart pang for him. “Greg’s great. Fact, I think he mostly went out with me because I was still struggling so bad with Nelson being gone. He really is awesome, just wait ‘til you meet him, you’re going to love him as much as all of us do.” 
 
     “But Greg is single,” Yoli asked to confirm her clear suspicions. 
 
     “Yes. Greg is single. But knowing Greg, he’ll probably bring someone to the wedding. He’s always got a girl on his arm.” 
 
     “So he’s not the broken-hearted ex, pining for the one that got away?” 
 
     Paige laughed softly. “Ah, no. No. Me and Greg… I mean, don’t get me wrong, we’re great friends, but the romance thing is way in the past for both of us.” 
 
     Looking at her gently, Yoli nodded. “It’s good that you can still be friends with him.” 
 
     “You think?” Paige asked, surprised at how she could talk so easily to Yoli, even standing in the middle of her bathroom which didn’t feel nearly as weird as it sounded. 
 
     “I do.” Yoli leaned on the doorframe and folded her arms. “I’m a youth counselor back in Seattle, and if I’ve learned anything it’s that dating these days often leaves wakes of heartache and bitterness behind it. Most of the girls I work with think romance happens in three stages. You don’t know the guy. You meet him and fall head-over-heels, so in love, you can’t breathe. And then three weeks later, you hate each other’s guts.” She dipped her head. “That’s pretty much the pattern these days. It’s just nice to see that you guys have worked it out so when it’s over, you don’t go into ‘I hate their guts’ mode.” 
 
     Shaking her head, Paige laughed at that. “I could never hate the guys. Oh, I get frustrated with them, and I want to wring their necks sometimes, but I could never hate them.” 
 
     “Even Nels when he went to Seattle?” 
 
     Paige smashed her lips in her teeth as she shook her head at that one. “No. I never hated him.” Her gaze dropped. “I knew Seattle was what he wanted.” She nodded slowly before dragging her gaze up. “It just about killed me to let him follow that dream.” 
 
     A slow smile slipped onto Yoli’s lips. “Probably shouldn’t tell you this, but he never stopped being hung up on you. It took us forever to convince him to give coming home another shot. I think he was just scared, scared of what trying again would mean. I know the last thing in the world he wanted was to ever hurt you like that again. It just about killed him what he did to you.” 
 
     Although she hadn’t known she needed that, Paige was grateful for the gift. “Well, I know how much he’s missed you guys since he’s been here. I’m so glad you could come. I know it means a lot to him.” 
 
     That made Yoli smile like a ray of sunshine. “I think it made LJ’s year. Those two.” She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “They are about as different as night and day, but somehow, they just… fit.” 
 
     “It’s too bad you guys are all the way up in Seattle,” Paige said. “Wouldn’t it be cool if you were down here, and we could just hang out and talk like this all the time?” 
 
     Yoli looked around. “Yeah, well, maybe we could do it somewhere other than the bathroom.” 
 
     Paige laughed. “We really could go out there, or I could go and let you get settled.” 
 
     “Or you could come with me and help me get settled.” 
 
     “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    Nelson 
 
      
 
    Turning in to the guest room at the new house, Nelson went over and opened the empty closet. “It’s all yours.  Whatever you need.” 
 
    “Nice digs,” LJ said, tossing his bag to the bed. “Kinda empty though, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we just got moved over here last week,” Nelson said. “I’m barely moved in. That’s why you can’t stay in my room. There’s no floor to speak of right now.” 
 
    “And yet, you’re moving again next week.” 
 
     Hands on his hips, Nelson heaved a sigh. “Yep. Once again.” 
 
     “So how’s that going? You ready?” 
 
     “I think it’s going to be okay. Wes and Greg and I are getting a house not too far from campus. Of course the girls will be in the dorm for the first year, so they won’t be too far away.” 
 
     Nodding, LJ didn’t bother to unpack. Instead, he stood next to the bed and folded his hands under his arms. “I guess that’s going okay. You and Paige, I mean?” 
 
     Nelson tipped his head. “It was a little rocky at first, but yeah, it’s good now.” 
 
     “She seems great, really sweet.” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “I have to say, I was a little worried you were going to come back and it wasn’t going to work out.” 
 
     That made Nelson laugh. “Yeah, you and me both. But no, it’s good.” 
 
     “Nels… Oh,” his dad said from the door. 
 
     Turning, Nelson was surprised at how his heart jumped rather than fell. “Oh, hey, Dad. Uh, this is Jeremiah Stewart. He was my roommate back in Seattle.” 
 
     “Oh, Jeremiah.” His father came all the way into the room. 
 
     “Mr. Samuels,” LJ said, shaking hands with Nelson’s dad. 
 
     “Please, call me Joe.” 
 
     “Okay, and you can call me LJ.” 
 
     Nelson’s dad puzzled at that a moment, but LJ just laughed. 
 
     “Long story,” LJ said, and Nelson’s dad smiled.  
 
     “Well, we’re really glad you’re here.” He stepped back by Nelson’s side and clapped his son on the back. “I was actually wondering if you all were going to need help tomorrow with the equipment. I don’t want you to f-feel like I abandoned you especially when y-you’re going to all-all-all this trouble for us.” 
 
     However, Nelson just shook his head and smiled at his dad. “Nope. I really think we’ve got it. We’re going to move the equipment in the morning. I’ll pick up the tuxes on the way back over, and then we’ll be at the rehearsal.” 
 
     “Great. Oh, and you’re all invited to the rehearsal dinner,” his father said. “All of you.” His gaze encompassed LJ as well.  
 
     “The only one I haven’t heard from yet is Taylor,” Nelson said, “but I can text her and see if she’s planning on it. I know she’s coming on Saturday for sure.” 
 
     “Okay, well, one more or less for the rehearsal isn’t going to break anything,” his dad said. 
 
     “K. I’ll let you know.” 
 
     “Great. Well, I’ll leave you guys to it.” He went to the door and waved. “LJ, nice meeting you.” 
 
     “You too, Mr. Samuels. Joe.” 
 
     Nelson’s dad winked at their guest. “Much better.” 
 
     When his dad was gone, Nelson hit send on the text to Taylor, sighed, and put the phone in his pocket. “Have I told you how glad I am that you guys came?” 
 
     LJ grinned. “So am I, man. So am I.” He clapped his hands together. “So, how long do we have before the… thing tonight… the practice thing?” 
 
     With a glance at his watch, Nelson calculated the time almost without effort. “About an hour.” 
 
     “Good. ‘Cause I’m thinking a shower wouldn’t be out of the question. I smell like travelling.” 
 
     Nelson laughed. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
     “Feels like it already.” 
 
     Funny, Nelson couldn’t agree more. 
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