

    
        
          Worth the Wait

        

        
        
          Waltham Academy, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Laura Jackson

        

        
          Published by Laura Jackson, 2016.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      WORTH THE WAIT

    

    
      First edition. December 13, 2016.

      Copyright © 2016 Laura Jackson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1536552874

    

    
    
      Written by Laura Jackson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Worth

the

Wait

Praise for “Worth the Wait”

“This is in fact a very delightful coming-of-age story, fast-paced, natural and racy in style.” – Diana

“The characters and the story were so well-written and realistic and I was totally sucked in!” – Abbi

“An excellently written portrayal of growing faith.” – Paige

“I was sucked into the story. I laughed, cried and got mad along with Ellie as she learned that being a Christian doesn’t mean that you will have a perfect life. I thoroughly enjoyed it!” 
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Ellie counted the minutes until she could wrap her arms around Dylan's neck. Seventy-one days apart was seventy days too many. She checked her phone to see if he had replied to her text to pick her up before school, but there was nothing new. The last few weeks, he hadn’t called at all, only sending a text here and there. And he hadn’t greeted her at the airport last night when she arrived home from the summer in Nantucket Bay visiting her aunt. One glimpse into his deep blue eyes, and I’ll know if everything is the same between us. 

After straightening her hair again with the flat iron, she sighed and stretched. She'd spent the last hour and a half taming her naturally curly blonde hair into the smooth, sleek style that Dylan preferred. The first time she had straightened her hair, Dylan had commented that she was hot, so she didn’t mind the time it took to look nice for him even though her curls made her stand out in a sea of girls with straight-as-a-board hair. If only she could wear something besides the school uniform. Lip gloss finished her morning make-up routine. How big would the smile on Dylan’s face be when he picked her up in twelve minutes? If he picked her up. But he had done so every day since he got his license, so why should today be any different?

“Eleanor Rebecca Lansing, hurry up! You need to eat breakfast, and I want to get a picture of you on your first day of senior year.” Her mother’s heels echoed on the hardwood floor downstairs. 

Grabbing her bag, Ellie hurried down the stairs. Her mom was posed like a paparazzo ready to pounce. Her sweet but smothering mom captured every life event with photos, and she had the scrapbooks to prove it. 

“Is my hair okay? Dylan hasn’t seen me in months, and I want to look good.” 

“Perfect as always. Say cheese.” Ellie smiled for the camera. “I can’t believe you’re growing up so fast. It was just yesterday....” 

Ellie gave her mom a hug as she started a jog down memory lane. 

She checked her phone again. No message. She paced the living room. Come on, Dylan! What’s going on?

“Nick, get down here too!” Her mom stood at the bottom of the stairs, shaking her head. “I’ll bet your brother is still asleep.” 

Ellie’s mom kept yelling until Nick finally clomped downstairs, goofy as ever. His rumpled pants and half-in, half-out shirt weren’t going to meet their mom’s J. Crew standards. Ellie braced herself for a battle of wills. “Come here and let me fix your hair at least.” 

“Knock it off, Mom. I don’t know why school starts on a Thursday. Can’t we just go Monday?” Nick rolled his eyes but tucked in his shirt. 

How could Nick be such a slob? He certainly wasn’t like her, though she had to give him credit for being his own man. Poor clueless guy. He would start to care about his appearance as soon as a girl came into the picture. The arguing over Nick’s hair and the school board’s decision for the start of school continued until Nick shut the bathroom door. No wonder he sent me all those texts this summer, begging me to come home before Mom drove him crazy. 

A car door slammed. That had to be Dylan. Ellie took a deep breath, smoothed her hair, and ran to greet him in the driveway. His wide grin swept away her worries. His eyes, the color of Nantucket Bay on a clear day, drew her closer. “I’ve missed you so much, Dylan.” 

“Ellie.” Dylan wrapped her in his arms and leaned back against his car door. She inhaled the familiar spice of his cologne. He bent down and brought his lips to hers. As the kiss deepened, he inched her shirt up and caressed the skin of her back. His fingertips were hot as his lips nibbled toward her ear.

“Careful, my mom will see.” Ellie’s cheeks grew hot and she pulled away, tugging her shirt back into place. Intertwining her fingers with his, she pulled him toward the house. I guess he did miss me as much as I missed him. 

“Your mom has been planning our wedding since we were born, so I’m sure she wouldn’t care. Relax a little, Ellie.” He snuck in one more kiss before opening the front door for her. 

“Hey, Mrs. L.!” Dylan walked into her mom's embrace.

“It’s so good to see you. Linda talked nonstop about how busy you were this summer. Your hair looks even blonder from the sun.” She smiled as she picked up her camera from the hall table. “Summer must have been good to you.”

“It would’ve been better if Ellie had been here, but it was good.” Dylan stepped back to Ellie and twirled a strand of her hair. 

Nick stalked out of the downstairs bathroom a little more presentable than before but wearing a scowl. “How come you didn’t come by to shoot some hoops this summer like you promised, Dylan? I texted you like ten times.” 

“Man, I’m sorry, but football training was hectic, and working as a lifeguard wore me out. I’ll make it up to you, dude.” Dylan reached for a fist bump, but Nick crossed his arms.

“Whatever, dude. We’ve played basketball every week forever, but this summer you were too busy?” 

“Nicholas, there’s no reason to be rude to Dylan. When you get to high school, you’ll see how rigorous football training can be. After all, he’s working to earn a scholarship to a major university.” Her mother patted Dylan on the back, and Ellie smiled. 

I’m so lucky to be one of the few girls whose mom loves her daughter’s choice in boyfriends.

“Maybe you’d rather have him as a son than me.” Nicholas glared.

“Well, at least he’s presentable.” Ellie’s mom motioned everyone to the fireplace. 

Ellie stepped in front of Nick. “Appearance isn’t everything, Mom. I hear eighth grade girls like the casual look on boys these days.” 

Nick raised his eyebrows at his sister as if to say thanks.

Giving Ellie a kiss on the head, Dylan draped his arm around her shoulder as her mom took their last “first day of school” photo. He murmured in her ear, “It was a weird summer without you. Just not the same.” 

“Two months was way too long. I’ve missed you so much. Why’d you stop calling?” 

“I’m here now.” He ran his fingers down her hair and rested his hand on her waist. “The faster we finish, the faster we can be alone.” 

“Come on, kids. Let’s see if we can do this shoot in under ten takes. Less talking, more smiling.”

Ellie forced a smile and turned back to her mom. What had changed?

When her mom was finally satisfied with their pictures, they moved to the front porch for a quick breakfast. “You didn’t call much the last month I was gone. I didn’t know what to think. Then Nick says you didn’t hang out with him like you promised. That’s not like you.” Dylan had often raved about how lucky Ellie was to have a little brother instead of a sister. Ellie offered to trade siblings, but neither set of parents went for the idea. 

“Just busy training for football. I have to have my best season if I want a scholarship.” 

Ellie took a sip of orange juice. “I thought maybe you were still mad about what happened before I left.”

Dylan leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Let it go. We fought. We made up. Move on.”

Except it hadn’t been a simple argument. He had pushed her further than she wanted to go, and she’d had enough of his pushing. Why’d he refuse to talk about it? 

The orange juice curdled in her stomach. Ellie put her fork down and stared down the street where the elementary kids from the neighborhood public school were waiting for the bus. Dylan ate in silence. 

When they brought their plates in a few minutes later, he stood behind her at the sink and wrapped his arms around her. “Don’t be mad. It was just strange without you. I missed you, and I love you.” He turned her around and kissed her cheek. 

Tucking her head in his embrace as they walked to his car, Ellie breathed him in and relaxed. She was back, he was still crazy about her, and her senior year would be just as she always dreamed. 
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Ellie grinned at Dylan as they pulled into the parking lot of Waltham Christian Academy on the outskirts of downtown. “Can you believe we’re seniors? We’ve got our last homecoming, the big mission trip, senior class trip, and prom. It’s going to be the best year ever.”

“On top of the world, baby. It’s going to be amazing. Me the quarterback and you a cheerleader. Like something out of those stupid romance novels you read.” Dylan unbuckled his seat belt and leaned in for another kiss. “You’re so beautiful.” 

Ellie frowned at his jab at her sappy love story addiction but leaned into his embrace so she could soak up every moment of her senior year, starting with this one.

“Dylan!” A loud rap on the window ended the moment. Outside stood four of his teammates. “Hurry up, man.” 

“See you later, Ellie. It’s time for football talk.” Ellie and Dylan got out of the car. The guys gave each other half-hug, half-slaps on the backs. James, a thick-necked linebacker chest-bumped Dylan, who stumbled backwards. Xavier caught Dylan’s arm and kept him from hitting the ground. 

“Hey, James. The other team isn’t going to lay a hit on our QB, so don’t think you can get your shot now.” They laughed as they headed to the gym.

“Duty calls.” Dylan pecked Ellie’s forehead, and the guys started whistling. 

“Keep it clean, QB. You know Headmaster Phillips has spies out for any signs of ‘public displays of affection’ on campus,” Xavier teased.

“See you in pre-calculus, my romance novel hero,” Ellie whispered. She winked, then headed toward the picnic tables in the courtyard that separated the elementary from the middle and high school sections of campus. Cara had to be here somewhere.

“Ellie! Over here!” The girl waving at her had black hair cut in a short bob, not Cara’s long hair that fell to the middle of her back. It seemed a lot of things had changed during her summer away. “You look so good. That two-month vacation did you right!” 

“Your hair, Cara!” Ellie gave her best friend a hug.

“I know. I was bored without you. I’m so glad you’re back. Let’s compare schedules.” Sitting down, Ellie picked up the latte Cara had waiting and pulled out her list of classes. “Ellie, we don’t have one class together until cheer 8th period.” 

“Really? Maybe we can switch electives or something.”

“I need to see Mrs. Santana about this today. Do you have any classes with Dylan?” 

“Just one. Pre-calculus. Two months is a long time to be gone. I’m so behind on what everyone’s been up to. Did you see Dylan much this summer? 

“Not really. It was a little weird, actually.” Cara stopped flipping through her backpack and looked up at Ellie. “Most of the usual group got together, but Dylan was always busy. Then he and Josh got into that fight, and I haven’t seen him since. Josh refuses to talk about it aside from swearing that Dylan will get what’s coming to him. He may be my twin, but it’s clear I got all of the talking genes. Have you asked Dylan about it?”

Ellie nodded. “I just don’t get why Dylan would give Josh a bloody lip now. Dylan didn’t react when Josh humiliated me last spring. I asked Dylan about it a few times. He shrugged it off as guys goofing off and then rushed to get off the phone. But I didn’t want to fight on the phone, so I gave up. He’s been even more distant since then.” She pasted on the smile her dad dubbed ‘the cheer grin,’ but Cara shot her a this-isn’t-over glance.

“Eleanor Rebecca Lansing, you and Dylan are the perfect couple. He was just busy training for football. And whatever he and Josh fought about is apparently above our clearance level.” Cara zipped up her bag and put it on her shoulder.

“You’re right. You always are when you pull out the full name.” Ellie stood and took another sip of coffee. “But I—.”

“No more questions, Ellie. You and Dylan have been together since before you could form complete sentences. Even your parents are best friends. I have no idea why you’re worried so much about your relationship. Did something happen you didn’t tell me?” Cara stopped outside the front door.

“Well, right before I left, we got into a big fight.” 

Cara dragged her to the side of the school and whispered, “Okay, spill.”

Ellie sighed and huddled close. “Whenever we were alone, he kept pushing for sex, but that last night, it was really bad. We fought about it, and I finally just asked him to take me home. But then the next morning he apologized and gave me the sweetest kiss goodbye at the airport. I thought things were back to normal. But maybe they weren’t.”

Cara opened her mouth to speak, but a squeal from Emma, the cheer captain, cut her off. 

“Ellie! Cara! The team’s back together.” She ran up and pulled both girls into an embrace. Cara met Ellie’s gaze and mouthed later.

“Reunited at last,” Ellie sang as she hugged Emma. A huge grin split her face. While most people stereotyped cheerleaders as clueless, fickle attention seekers, Ellie believed most of her teammates were true friends who focused on encouraging not only the sports teams but also each other. 

“It’s obvious you didn’t take any singing lessons over your summer away,” Vanessa piped in as she joined the group hug.

“Oh, the newbie has jokes.” Ellie pushed all thoughts of Dylan out of her mind and linked arms with Cara to open the doors on the last chapter of her fairy-tale high school experience.
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Ellie grumbled at the English syllabus in front of her. “Homework on the first day of school. Group projects. Are you kidding me? I thought senior year was for goofing off.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t have signed up for AP classes, Lansing.” 

Ellie turned. Joshua Martin had taken a seat next to her. Of course he’d be in the one class where she didn’t have any other friends.

“My bad.” Ellie faced the front. The pit of her stomach clenched up.

“Come on, Lansing, you can’t let anyone see you without a smile. That wouldn’t be very rah-rah of you.” While Cara had bright blue eyes that made a striking contrast to her dark hair, her twin brother’s brooding brown eyes often caught Ellie off guard. They seemed to see past her perky attitude to the feelings hidden behind the smile.

Glaring, Ellie faced him again. “What’s your problem, Joshua?” 

“No problem on my end, nothing at all. I just thought, now that it’s our last year in this fishbowl, we could have a clean slate.” Josh’s glance darted around, never quite meeting hers.

“So, you start in on the cheerleading jokes to break the ice? After being one of my best friends for years, you humiliated me, didn’t apologize, and then refused to talk to me about it. What did I ever do to deserve all that?” 

“Nothing, Lansing. You did nothing at all. That’s the point.” Josh looked down at his paper and started doodling, ending the conversation.

“Whatever. That doesn’t make any sense.” After moving to a different seat, she spent the entire period resisting the urge to glare at him. The memory of Josh abandoning her on the stage near the end of their performance of Romeo and Juliet prevented her from hearing anything the teacher said.

The bell sounded. Good thing the syllabus has the homework since I didn’t hear a thing Ms. Hensley said. Grabbing her notebook, she raced into the hallway, away from Josh. A few yards down the hall, she looked back. He leaned against the lockers, an odd expression on his face. The same one he had on stage when, as Romeo, he was supposed to confess his love for Juliet and kiss her. Instead, he’d said, “I can’t do this, Lansing,” and darted off, leaving Ellie alone under the bright stage lights, as red as the curtain that finally, mercifully closed. 

Shaking her head, Ellie headed to the cafeteria to find Dylan, who would surely greet her with open arms and a ready kiss. Who needed a fictitious Romeo when a real one waited for her?
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By the end of the day, Ellie had hugged almost every member of the senior class, been in twenty Instagram photos, starred in a few Snapchat videos, and worn out her cheek muscles. Finally, last period—cheer practice. As the squad ran a mile on the track around the football field, Ellie glanced toward Dylan. His strong arms that held her tight. His shaggy blonde hair that fell in his eyes, always just shy of breaking the school’s strict hair-length code. His wide smile that always cheered her up. His blue eyes that looked at her the way no one else did. How many girls could say they knew they had found the one God had for them when they were just kids? She was so lucky, or as her mom would insist, blessed, to have Dylan. 

Ellie hurried to catch up to Cara, who was facing the field too. Would her independent “I don’t need a man to be happy” friend admit to checking out a guy? She followed Cara’s gaze as they rounded the corner of the track. Josh. 

“What’s he doing here?” Ellie’s words came out in spurted breaths. 

“Who? Josh?” Cara panted. 

“Yeah, isn’t that him?” Ellie didn’t want to point since Josh seemed to be looking their way. “I thought he wasn’t going out for football after the way the guys razzed him about trying out for the play and then running out like he did.”

“Now that SBU has a football team, he'd like a shot at making their team. After all the teasing about the play died down, he decided he wasn’t going to let anyone keep him from it.”

“So, you two decided on Sugarland Baptist University for sure?” 

“Josh has, and I want to stay close to him. That twin thing, you know.” 

“Yeah.” Through the years, she had witnessed Cara and Josh have full conversations without talking, and their mom swore they had had their own language as babies.

“Why don’t you go with us? Maybe it’ll be like it was when we were kids. You know, building sandcastles at Galveston, doing flips on the trampoline, and having our Barbies marry Josh’s GI Joe dolls.”

“Don’t start. You know I’m not going to spend four years away from Dylan. Two months was hard enough. No matter how many times you bring up Houston-area colleges, it’s not going to happen. Not unless Dylan has a change of heart. And besides all that, I gave away all my Barbies a long time ago.” 

“Well, I won’t fill out my roommate request just yet. Maybe you’ll change your mind.”

Ellie slowed to a walk as their five laps ended. She glanced back at Josh. Good for him. I wish I could talk to Cara about what happened in English class. Cara was on Ellie’s side about the play fiasco, but that didn’t change the fact that Josh was her twin, and she loved him.

“This summer I prayed that somehow the four of us would become friends again. I never liked the way we split up. ” Cara began to stretch her legs while they waited for the other girls to finish running.

“Me either, but after the play, it’s just so weird. He refused to talk to me about what happened, and now it seems too late to go back. I don’t think we could ever clown around the way we used to.” Ellie’s breathing returned to normal, and she began stretching as the rest of the team discussed the upcoming homecoming dance.
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The next afternoon, Ellie stretched out on a raft that floated her along the ripples in Connor Daniels’ backyard pool. Twenty friends surrounded her, all talking over each other about their summers. How perfect. This yearly tradition had started back in second grade when all the moms wanted to get together to discuss who got what teacher and who would be homeroom mom. Even after the moms moved to brunch meetings, the kids kept the pool party. Today their conversations centered on who would be a starter on the football team, who would be in the homecoming court, and who was dating whom. 

After an hour of soaking up sun and a game of water volleyball, Connor walked outside holding high a twenty-four-pack of beer, “Sometimes big brothers are worth the trouble!” 

Ellie groaned. Last year had been the same thing. Someone whose parents weren’t home hosted the party, and somebody found a college kid willing to buy some beer for fifty bucks. Why did these guys have to spoil a great party? Alcohol brought out the worst in Dylan. At last year’s party, Dylan had pressured her to drink at parties and to have sex with him, even though he knew she had sworn to wait until she was married. She wasn’t ready for another fight. 

Dylan walked past her. She waved to catch his eye, but he didn’t glance her way. He grabbed two beers. He opened one up, to the cheers of his friends, and took a long swig before holding up both cans. “Let’s get this party started.”

“So, it’s senior year, Queen Ellie, how about you finally let go a little?” Connor had obviously had a few on the way back from picking up the beer. “I know Dylan would like you a little looser.”

Ellie continued to float as if she hadn’t heard him. She hadn’t been voted to the homecoming court every year by getting into arguments with every drunk punk. But his words cut into her heart. Had Dylan been talking about her refusal to have sex with him?

“Everybody knows Little Miss Perfect won’t drink, Connor. Don’t try to talk to her into it. It’ll just be a waste. But I’ll take one.” Lindsey Hamilton, a fellow cheerleader who thought it was cute to wear stilettos to a pool party, strutted up and placed her perfectly manicured hand on Connor’s shoulder. 

Tears filled Ellie’s eyes. I will not cry in front of all these people. Everyone stared as she paddled the raft to the edge of the pool and climbed out. While Lindsey’s words stung, they didn’t hurt like seeing Dylan just watching it all. Not defending her. 

Dylan finally walked over and stood between Connor and Ellie. “Back off, man.” 

Connor shrugged. “Whatever. I was just joking. She didn’t have to take it so seriously.” Everyone went back to their conversations, but for Ellie, it was too little too late. 

She gathered up her things, searching for Cara as she started to leave. But Cara had left after an hour to be at the mall in time for her shift at a clothing boutique where they both worked. Ellie was out the side gate before Dylan could catch up to her.

“Where are you going, babe?” He reached out to grab her arm but got air instead. 

“I’m leaving, Dylan. Isn’t it obvious? Why didn’t you stand up for me? How could you not say something when Connor said you would like it if I loosened up?” Ellie paced, her hands balled into fists.

“That’s just Connor. He always ribs you about not drinking. You know that’s what makes you special. You do what you think is right.” A lock of her hair had fallen out of her messy bun, and Dylan brushed it out of her eyes.

Dylan’s low voice was usually soothing. But right now it made her grind her teeth together. Too many things had been off since she’d gotten home, starting with Nick and ending with this. 

“Yeah, he shouldn’t have brought alcohol, but we’re just here at his house. No one will be driving for hours.” Dylan frowned.

“What did he mean by you wanting me to loosen up?” Ellie searched his eyes. Please, God, don’t let this end in another fight about sex. How many times do I have to say no?

“Ellie, everyone knows about your commitment not to have sex until you get married. You talk about it every year in Bible class and any time the subject comes up in Sunday school. Guys say stuff. What difference does it make?” Dylan’s eyes turned stormy. “Relax.”

Ellie spun away. Her shoulders began to shake as the tears she’d been holding back finally escaped and trickled down her face. Dylan grabbed her arm, and she peered up at him. 

“Don’t be like this, so uptight like your mom. It’s our senior year. I just want us to have a fun time, not argue.” He brushed her tears away. “You’re even beautiful when you’re crying.”

Ellie managed a smile. Here was the guy she had loved as long as she could remember. So what if he didn’t rush to defend her like he used to? He had been talking to some teammates and not really paying attention. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t be so sensitive, but I’m going to head home. Be careful.”

“Always. See you tomorrow.” Dylan gave her a peck on the lips and headed back to the party before she even reached the end of the driveway.

She turned toward her house a few blocks over. And there was Josh, opening the door to his jeep. Just what she needed to make a bad afternoon even worse. Was Josh at the party? Did he overhear Dylan and me? 

“Want a ride?” He offered without looking at her.

“Nah, I’m good. Need to clear my head.” I definitely don’t want to be stuck in his jeep alone with him for even a few minutes. Talk about awkward. 

“It’s getting dark. Be careful.” Josh hesitated before getting in, like he had more to say.

“You know I have mad self-defense moves.” Ellie struck a karate stance. Despite being in good shape, she was still only five three and no match for a guy like Josh.

“Maybe on a video game, but even then you suck, Lansing.” Josh left his door open and walked toward Ellie. “Remember that time you couldn’t figure out the buttons and kept running into a wall? It took you fifteen times to get it. I counted.” 

“Out loud, if I remember.” Ellie reached toward him to slap his arm as she laughed, but then snatched her hand back as if she was about to touch a hot stove. Josh took a step back. Not sure what to do with her hands, she tried to stick her wayward hair back into its knot. “Well, thanks for the offer for a ride. I better get home.”

“Yeah, that English syllabus awaits you.” Josh got into his car.

“That’s why I took AP classes.” Ellie shouted back. For just a moment, their friendship peeked through the ice wall that surrounded her heart.
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Saturday morning, Ellie awoke to a text from Dylan. 

Come to your window. 

He was standing on the lawn with a dozen long-stemmed red roses in his hand and a grin on his face. Her phone buzzed again. 

Get dressed to get dirty.

Give me ten minutes to get ready. Ellie texted back. 

She motioned him to go to the kitchen to wait for her. After a record-breaking shower, she dressed in black running shorts and a teal tank top. She darted downstairs and found her parents and Dylan in the kitchen eating pancakes and talking about the day’s college football games. Her dad and Dylan’s dad always spent a few hours each Saturday watching their alma mater, Ohio State University, play. Dylan and Nick often joined, while the girls spent the day shopping or hanging out. Sometimes it seemed as if the two families were already blended. 

“What beautiful flowers Dylan brought you, Ellie.” Her mom had put the bouquet in a vase on the kitchen counter.

“They’re gorgeous. I love them.” Ellie leaned down to give him a quick kiss on the forehead before walking over to smell the arrangement that belonged on a parade float. She smiled at the “Don’t the roses get me more than that” look Dylan shot her, but it was all she could do with her overprotective father scrutinizing them.

“Well, Mr. and Mrs. L., it’s been fun having breakfast, but I want to take Ellie somewhere before the football game starts at one. Are y’all coming over?” Dylan stretched before putting his plate in the sink.

“Wouldn’t miss it, Son. Y’all have fun. Bring my girl back in one piece.” Her father stood and followed them to the door. He gave Dylan the same warning every time they left. On their first date, Dylan confided that her dad had pulled him aside and told him when he said that, it meant one piece emotionally as well as physically. 

Once in the car, Dylan leaned over and gave Ellie a kiss. “Sorry about last night. You’re right. Connor’s an idiot, and I should have been paying attention to what he said.”

“Forgiven.” Ellie ran her fingers through his hair as he backed out the car. “Where are we off to?” Dates with Dylan were never boring. One of their first dates had been to ride go-carts. There were only a handful of times they’d done the typical dinner and movie date.

“Well, I want to try something new. I heard about it from Xavier this summer, but it was too hot. It’s called Frisbee golf.” Dylan grinned like a boy who just got his first football. 

“Sounds interesting. Do we try to fly miniature Frisbees into little holes in the ground?” 

The rest of the way to the park, Dylan explained the rules. The object was to get your Frisbee into a metal basket in as few throws as possible. Ellie laughed. Dylan was in his element whenever there was a competition.

They parked near a group of about ten friends from school and a few people she didn’t know, probably various dates. Xavier was there with his longtime girlfriend Amanda. Although Xavier played football with Dylan, Amanda wasn’t the least bit interested in sports, focusing more on theatre. She and Ellie had become friends when Amanda had worked on the costumes and backdrops for Romeo and Juliet. Giving Amanda a quick hug, Ellie whispered, “Let’s get on the same team.” 

“I’m glad you’re here. You know I work hard to avoid the whole football crowd. It’s good to see a familiar face.” 

“We’re harmless. Over-caffeinated, but harmless.” Ellie laughed. The group was splitting off into smaller teams to play together. Grabbing Amanda’s arm, Ellie motioned to Dylan to pair up with Xavier. Cheer Captain Emma and her boyfriend Vincent, also a member of the football team, rounded out their group.

Two hours flew by, one laugh after another as Xavier, Vincent, and Dylan talked trash while the girls focused on making dance moves out of their tosses. When they finished the 18th hole, they collapsed and guzzled water. The sun, now high in the sky, had not gotten the memo that summer was over. The guys goaded Vincent, who had smoked them all in the game, getting him to reveal that he had been playing for a couple years with his family. 

Leaning back on Dylan’s sweaty chest, Ellie’s heart beat in rhythm with his. 

“That must be true love, letting him sweat on you like that.” Amanda sat a few inches from Xavier as they rested under a tree. “We’ve been together almost two years, but I still don’t want to hug him when he’s sweaty.”

“I’m a lucky guy.” Dylan smiled as he checked his phone for what must have been the tenth time in the last hour. “She’s sweating on me too, you know.”

“We don’t sweat, we glisten.” Ellie pouted as if she were offended and tried to read what Dylan was typing, but he hit send and put it back in his pocket.

“That’s right, and I try not to even do that.” Emma had already wiped her face and was now applying lip gloss. 

“Well, we’re going to head out.” Dylan stood up and pulled Ellie to her feet. 

“It’s been fun, girls. Next time we’ll show the guys who’s best.” Ellie waved goodbye. Hand in hand, they strolled back to Dylan’s car, riding home with the windows down and the music too loud to talk. When they got to her front door, Dylan gave her a long kiss.

“I’m going to watch the game with my dad and then head to the Astros’ game with the rest of the offense. I’ll talk to you tomorrow at church.” Dylan turned
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