This story is completely fiction. I am not, in any way, in contact with the Backstreet Boys or anyone connected with them (Though I wish I was!!)

-- Shannon

Just To Be Close

Chapter One


“Mail!” Donna Wright called as she walked into the den, where Nick Carter was sitting. He started and quickly put away the picture he had been looking at. Donna smiled knowingly.


When all five of them had arrived, she started giving out the mail.


“Kevin, here. Howie, it’s from your mom. Two for AJ, one of them smells like perfume!” she winked and he blushed, “Sorry Brian and Nick. All I’ve got left is one from Drew. Who wants it first?” Donna held out the letter in question.


“Here, I’ll take it.” Brian Littrell took it as Nick was lunging for it. “Wait your turn!” He opened the envelope slowly, enjoying seeing Nick squirm. He saw that there were two different colours of paper. He pulled out the white first. He unfolded it and glanced at the first page. It said ‘Nicky’ and he checked to see how long the section was. Then he handed it to Nick. Nick jumped up and ran out of the den.


“What was that all about?” asked Kevin Richardson, looking up from his letter.


“Oh, just his part of Drew’s letter. Here’s yours. And Howie, AJ here’s yours.” Replied Brian, handing them out.


Then he looked back at the envelope. “Looks like we got another letter from Shannon, too. It’s on that yellow paper again!” he laughed.


All four of them went back to their letters. Kevin finished his letter and started on the one from Drew. As he was reading, he looked puzzled, then upset, then a grin broke out on his face.


“I knew it!” he laughed.


“Knew what?” asked AJ McLean, looking up from his letters.


“Oh, nothing.” and Kevin left the room. Brian was just finishing his letter from Drew, so he followed Kevin out.


“Kev, wait up! So Drew told you?” he followed Kevin out into the kitchen. Kevin was rummaging in the fridge for a drink.


“Yeah, she told me. What do you think?” he took a big swig of the orange juice he had poured.


“It’s about time! Are you upset with her? She seemed worried about your reaction.”


“Nah. I was for a second, but then I realized that she doesn’t want to hurt him either, so…” he shrugged. “I hope that nobody gets hurt, especially Nick, but I’m sure that everything will be fine.”


“Yeah, I hope so too.”


Back in the den, Howie Dorough and AJ had just finished their letters from Drew. Howie had a small smile on his face, and AJ asked what he was smiling about.


“Well, Drew asked me to tell you something. She says she’s really sorry, but she ran out of room.”


“Okay, shoot.” AJ flopped back on the couch.


“She loves Nick.”


“That’s all? You made it sound like something serious! Well, we know Nick loves her, so what’s the problem?” he leaned over and flicked on the TV.


“I dunno. What’s on?” 


Nick sat in a big deck chair out by the pool. He had a smile on his face as he finished reading his letter from Drew. He put down the letter and pulled out the picture he had put away so hastily earlier. He stared at it for a long moment. Then he stood up, picked up the letter and walked inside.


“Guys, I’m using the computer for a while, okay? I’ll let you know when I’m done.” Nick said to Brian and Kevin as he walked through the kitchen.


“Sure, no prob.” Kevin nodded. Soon after that, they heard the door close and Journey come blaring out.


“He’s writing to Drew.” Brian said unnecessarily.


“Yup.” Kevin nodded again.


Nick sat in from of the computer for a minute, not knowing how to start.


Okay, this isn’t hard. You can do it. Just start by saying Hi. See? It’s not that hard! He thought.



Drew Love, (he started)




It was really good to hear … (No! That’s way too formal, idiot!)




I’m just going to say this straight out.


“Bri, didn’t you say that there was another letter from Shannon? Maybe we should read that.” Howie walked into the kitchen, interrupting Brian and Kevin, who were staring down the hall at the room where the computer was.


“What? Oh, yeah, sure.” He pulled out the yellow sheaf of paper and looked at it. “The first part is for everyone. Let’s go back into the den with AJ.”


When they got to the den, AJ turned off the TV and took the letter from Brian.


“I’ll read it out loud. It starts: Hey everyone, it’s Shannon!” he read for a while, stopping once for everyone to laugh at her comment that Drew was mad at Howie. Howie turned pink. When AJ got to the private messages, he handed the letter over to Howie. “You first Howie.”


After all of them had read their private sections; (except for Nick) Brian started reading the general message aloud. Just then, Nick walked in.


“Hey! You just missed the first half of Shannon’s letter. You can read what you missed after we finish the rest.” Howie said as Nick sat down.


“You finished writing to Drew? How many pages was it this time?” AJ threw a cushion at Nick.


“Yeah, I’m done. If you must know, it was only three.” Nick chucked the cushion back harder.


“Break it up you guys. Let’s finish the letter.” Kevin caught it in mid-air. “Go Bri.” 


When they had finished reading the letter, they all took turns writing both Drew and Shannon back. When all five of them had written, the letter was printed off the computer and air mailed back to Canada.


The next day, Howie found Brian shooting hoops outside. But he was missing more shots than usual, and he looked preoccupied. 


“Hey.” Howie caught the rebound. “What’s up? You don’t look so good.” He made a shot.


Brian went in for a lay up, and got it in. “What do you think of Shannon?” 


“You mean that chick that’s writing through Drew?” Brian nodded, and Howie continued. “Well, besides the fact that she defended Drew to me, she seemed pretty cool. Why?” 


“Oh, no reason. Just curious.” He went back to shooting. 


“Okay. Well, Kevin says that the pizza will be here in 10 – 15 minutes. That’s what I came out here to tell you.” Howie turned to go.


“Thanks, Howie!” Brian called after him.


“Sure!” 


“Bri! Pizza’s here!” Kevin called out the door to where Brian was still shooting baskets.


“Yeah, put a few pieces aside for me, will ya? I’m not hungry right now.” He called back. 


“Are you sure?” 


“Yes! I’m sure. Just back off, okay?” Brian snapped back.


“Okay, okay!” Kevin shut the door and flipped on the flood light because it was starting to get dark, and he guessed that Brian would be out there for a while. He turned to the counter where Howie had already inhaled two slices of pizza. He picked one up and took a bite.


“Wuzzup with Bri? He never turns down pizza.” 


“I’m not sure. But earlier, he asked me what I thought of Shannon, Drew’s friend.” Howie licked the sauce from his fingers.


“Why did he do that?” 


“He didn’t say. But why else would he ask?”


“You mean you think he likes her?” Kevin asked skeptically as Howie nodded. “I mean, she seems like a nice girl and all, but we’ve only had two letters from her. Don’t you think that’s jumping the gun a little?”


“Maybe, but look at Nick. He fell in love with Drew basically at first glance.” Howie took another piece of pizza. “But the last time I saw him act like this, all preoccupied and sullen, was when he was thinking of asking out what’s-her-name, last year.” 


“Ashley.”


“Yeah, that’s the one. I’m seeing the same thing happening.”


“You sure?” Kevin raised an eyebrow quizzically.


“Pretty sure. But maybe you should talk to him, seeing as how you’re his cousin, and everything.” Howie nodded toward the window where they could see Brian catching a rebound.


“Okay, after I’m done, I’ll do it.” He took another bite.

Chapter Two


Drew McClaren walked down her driveway to the mailbox. She was hurrying because it was cold and the snow was deep. When she opened the box, there was a large pile of letters.


“Bill, bill, junk, magazine, bill, BSB, bill…” she did a double take in the middle of her driveway. Most of the colour in her face drained away. Drew started to run to the house. She dumped the mail in the hall, ran to her room, and shut the door.


With shaking hands, she tore open the envelope. There were two parts; one for her and one for her friend Shannon Thompson. Ignoring the one for Shannon, Drew unfolded the sheets of paper. Nick’s message was on top.


As she read, a smile appeared and slowly grew, breaking into a grin at the words:





Love always,






Nick


She fell backwards onto her bed, crying. Once she’d gotten a grip on herself, she read the private messages from Kevin, Brian, AJ, and Howie, all expressing encouragement and support.


Drew picked up the phone and dialed Shannon’s number.


“Hello?” 


“Shannon? It’s Drew!” 


“Hey! What’s up?” 


“I got the letter today.” Drew’s voice shook with excitement.


“From Nick!? What did he say???”


“Umm… that he loves me too!”


“Aiea!” Shannon shrieked “I knew it! What else did he say?”


“That he understands my hesitation about going from just friends to boyfriend and girlfriend, and about long distance relationships. But he wants to try and make it work anyway.”


“That’s so sweet! So are you going out there this summer? If you don’t… “ she left the threat hanging.


“Well … if my mom says yes, I will.”


“Good! Better start sucking up, eh??”


“Oh, yeah! By the way, there’s another envelope for you. It looks really thick.”


“Cool. You’re going to bring it to school tomorrow, right?”


“No, I’m not!” Drew’s tone was heavy with sarcasm. “What a stupid question, Shannon!”


“Just making sure. Anyway, my mum’s calling me, so I gotta go. Sorry.”


“Okay, see ya tomorrow, Mrs. Littrell!”


“You too, Mrs. Carter. Bye!”


“Bye!” both Drew and Shannon were laughing.


“Hey Kris! Seen Drew yet this morning?” Shannon opened her locker, which was filled with pictures of Brian, Nick, and her family. She hung up her coat.


“Yeah. She’s in the bathroom. She told me to tell you not to go anywhere. She’s got something for you.” Khryztena was sitting in front of her locker reviewing notes for Social.


“Where am I gonna go? To see Carol and Annie?” Shannon rolled her eyes.


“Well, you never know!” they both laughed.


As Shannon was unloading her backpack, Drew came back. Shannon looked up expectantly.


“What!?” Drew tried to look innocent. Shannon narrowed her eyes. “Okay, okay! Here!”


“Thanks!” she quickly hugged Drew and sat down to open the envelope.


“Is today the day you’ve got your spare?” Drew asked.


“Yeah! This way, I’ll be able to read uninterrupted. You don’t have a spare, do you?”


“No. You’ll have to tell me all about it at lunch.” Drew picked up her bag. “Gotta go, the bell’s about to ring.”


“Okay, have fun!! Bye Kris, Monica, Kennedy. See ya later!” Having said goodbye to her friends, Shannon took out the letter and began to read. Instead of starting the letter “Our new friend Shannon”, (as they had the first one), this one started with:



Shannon,




Thanks for writing. It was great to hear from you again.


By the time the bell rang to end first period, Shannon had read the letter twice and had already started her response.


Drew sat in second period dreaming. She should have been paying attention to John, her Physics teacher, but she was thinking of the letter she had received the day before.


Her daydreaming was part happiness, and part apprehension. She was so happy that Nick loved her back. But she was also really worried about how it would affect things. Not only, her relationship with Nick, but also with the other four guys. Drew was worried about how uncomfortable the summer would be.


She weighed the pros and cons for the next forty minutes. When the bell finally rang, she jumped. It occurred to Drew as she put her books away that when the bell had rung, she had been concluding that the pros of going to spend a week with them far outweighed the cons. Plus, she was sure that the positive side of a relationship with Nick was far more influential that the negative would ever be.


With that in mind, she made her way, still smiling, to her locker to have lunch.


“Hey babe!” Shannon smiled noting that Drew had a goofy smile on her face. She wasn’t worried though, because she was sure that she was wearing a matching one.


“Hi.” Drew opened her locker. “How was your letter?”


“Good, good. Yours? … Oops! Stupid question, eh!?” Drew laughed along with Shannon.


“Well, aren’t you going to tell me what’s in your letter?” Drew asked impatiently.


“Sure. I won’t read it out loud here though. You’ll get that some other time.” 


“Okay. But details??”


“Well, Brian says that he’s disappointed that I’m not going to swoon and gush over him, but that he’ll get over it. I’m sure he’s kidding! Nick says that he’s glad that he cheered me up and that he hopes things will get better between me and my former best friends.” Shannon paused to take a bite of her lunch.


“Yeah, that sounds like them! Especially Bri! What else did they say?”


Shannon went on to describe the rest of what had been in the letter, only pausing to eat her lunch.


Kevin sat in the den watching the news on television when Brian walked by. He was heading to the piano.


“Hey Bri, could you come in here for a minute?” This was the first time since the night before that Kevin had had the chance to talk to Brian alone.


“Sure Kevin, what’s up?” Brian sat down on the couch.


“Well, … are you okay man? You seem a little down.” Kevin flicked off the TV and turned to face Brian. 


“It’s nothing much.” He looked down at his hands.


“I think it’s a little more than that. Come on. You can talk to me. Is it a chick?” Kevin leaned forward.


“Umm, kinda.” Brian hesitated, “What do you think of that friend of Drew’s who wrote us?”


“You mean Shannon?”


“Yeah.” Brian shifted uneasily.


“I think she’s too young for you.” A small smile tugged at the corners of Kevin’s mouth.


“What!” Brian exploded. “You are telling me about age differences!? Look at you and…” he broke off when he noticed the look on Kevin’s face.


“No, I’m not. But it got you talking, didn’t it!?” Kevin held his hands up in defense as Brian threatened to hit him.


“That was dirty pool! What do you really think of her?”


“I don’t really know, because we’ve only gotten two letters. But if she’s a close friend of Drew’s and Drew trusts her enough to let her write to us, she must be special.”


“That’s what I thought. She also seems so open and friendly in her letters. – All two of them!” 


“So what’s the problem?” Kevin leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.


“I dunno. I guess I don’t understand how I could feel like this after only two letters.” Brian reached for the beer on the table and took a swig.


“I know what you mean. It was like that with Mackenzie and I. I thought she was really cool when we met her, but I really started to like her after a few letters.”


“So what did you do about it? What am I supposed to do about it?”


“Nothing, yet. At this point in time, there’s virtually nothing you can do, until you know her better and see if what you’re feeling is real. Sorry, that’s all the advice I can give you.” Kevin shrugged.


“Okay, thanks, I think.” Brian started to get up. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”


“Our flight is at 8 a.m. to South Carolina. The concert is at 7 p.m.” 


“Okay. See ya later. I’m going to pick up some Mac and Cheese. We ran out yesterday.”


“Later!” Kevin turned the TV on again and flipped to MTV. 


“Nick! Dinner!” Mrs. Carter called up the stairs. “Angel, where’s Nick?”


“He’s laying on his bed staring at the picture of Drew, again!” Aaron jumped in before Angel could answer.


“Thank you Angel!” she smiled and him the bowl of potatoes. “Here, take these to the table, then run up and make sure that Nick heard me.” 


“Okay!” after putting the bowl on the table, he thundered upstairs. He burst into Nick’s room. “Dinner. Come on!” Aaron jumped on the bed beside Nick.


“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming. Get off my bed!” Nick placed Drew’s picture on his bedside table. Then he grabbed Aaron, slung him over his shoulder, and ran downstairs, Aaron shrieking all the way.


For the first part of dinner, the only sounds were those of eating. When they had begun to slow down, and Nick was on his second helping, Mrs. Carter cleared her throat.


“So Nick, have you gotten any letters from Drew lately?” she tried her best to look innocent, but Nick wasn’t buying it.


“Yeah. We mailed the response day before yesterday. Why?” he took another bite.


“Well, I was just wondering if you had heard if she’s coming out this summer with Mackenzie.” 


“She thinks so. Mackie’s coming for the whole summer. But if Drew comes, it will only be for a week, because she has summer school. She still has to talk her mom into it.”


“Hmmm. Maybe I should talk to her mother about it.”


“Why are you so eager for Drew to come out, Mom?”


“I would like to finally meet her, and I want a week without you mooning over her picture!” everyone around the table laughed.


“Mom!!” Nick blushed bright red.

Chapter Three

Three months later, March 18.


“Okay. So run that by me again?” Shannon looked blankly at Drew. Drew was sitting on Shannon’s bed across from Shannon, who was brushing her hair.


“They’re coming out on the 22nd to spend three days in Edmonton. Mackie’s coming up from Whitecourt and they want to meet you. Why is that so hard to grasp?” Drew rolled her eyes and turned back to the romance novel she was reading.


“Which part? You mean the part where they’re taking off three days to visit Edmonton, or the part where they want to meet ME!? Drew!! Please tell me I’m not dreaming!”


Drew reached over and pinched Shannon.


“Ow! What was that for?” Shannon asked.


“Well, since you didn’t wake up when I pinched you, it can’t be a dream, right?” Drew didn’t even look up from her book. “Now, shut up! It’s the sex scene!”


Shannon shook her head, and left the room. When she got back, Drew was finished the book.


“Now, what’s happening on Friday?” Drew asked.


“Well, my parents are going to some ‘Long Service’ dinner for Journal staff, then spending the night at the hotel. You and Mackie are coming here right after school, right?”


“Yeah, I gave her your address, so she’ll be here around 5 p.m. That okay?”


“Sure. Kris says she’s trying to convince her mom to let her come over even though she’s grounded. If she can, she’ll be here around 7 p.m. We’ll rent the movies after she arrives. That gives us a while to get to know each other and talk about the boys.” Shannon paused. “I think your mum’s here, Drew.”


“Okay.” They walked to the door where Drew put on her shoes. “Thanks for having me. I’ll see you tomorrow at school.”


“Yup! Bye!”


“Happy Birthday Shannon!” 


“Yeah! Happy Birthday!” 


“It’s your birthday? I didn’t know that.”


“How old are you?”


All her friends smiled up at her confusion.


“Thanks, Drew!” Drew hugged her.


“Thanks, Kris!” another hug. “And yes, Archie, it is my birthday. I’m 17, Susie.” Shannon grinned ruefully. “I didn’t expect to be bombarded first thing in the morning!”


Just then, the bell rang. Since it was her spare, Shannon sat down and waved as everyone scurried off to their classes.


“So what time are your parents leaving for this thing?” Drew asked. “Cause, you know, I’m kinda scared of your mom!”


Shannon laughed. “I know! But don’t worry. They’ll be getting ready and we can hide out in the basement. They’re leaving right after Mackie gets here. My mum says she wants to meet her, then they’ll go.” 


“Okay, good! And what time are they coming back?” 


“Remember, I told you they were staying overnight at the hotel. So they probably won’t be home till the afternoon.”


“Right! Don’t worry about me, this is normal!” Drew laughed.


“I know!” Shannon laughingly fended off Drew’s swats, and opened the door to her room.

Ding-dong!

“I’ll get it!” Rachel yelled as she thundered down the stairs. She flung open the door with one hand, holding Hobbes’ collar with the other. “Hi. You must be that friend of Shannon’s. Shannon!!!!” 

“Coming, coming.” Shannon and Drew came upstairs. 

“Mackie!” Drew ran over and hugged her. 

“Hi! I’m Shannon. Come in! Don’t worry, he’s friendly.” Shannon waved Mackenzie inside, nodding at Hobbes. “Here, let me get one of those bags. Let’s go downstairs.”

As they walked down to Shannon’s bedroom, Drew asked if Rachel would be there all night too. 

“No, she’s gonna sleepover at one of her friend’s houses. She’ll be out of here a little later.” Shannon reassured Mackenzie and Drew.

“Oh, good! That way we can dance and she won’t laugh at us!” Drew said.

Shannon put Mackenzie’s bags on the floor by the door to her room. Drew immediately jumped on the bed and gestured for Mackenzie to join her. Shannon sat in the desk chair.

“So…. I’ve heard lots about you. It’s good to finally meet you!” Shannon said to Mackenzie.

“You too. But I hope it was all good.”

“Of course it was!”

“I have an idea.” Drew interrupted the small talk. “To help break the ice, let’s give each other makeovers!”

“Okay.” Shannon agreed.

“That way, if we look really good, we can go out to Whyte, or the mall and scope out guys.” Drew added.

“Yeah!” Mackenzie and Shannon said simultaneously. 

So the girls decided that Drew would makeover Shannon, Mackenzie would do Drew, and Shannon would do Mackenzie. They each pulled out their make-up and hair accessories and spread them out on the desk.

The recipient would sit in the desk chair while the other two had a conference about the new look. By the time everyone had been made over, the ice was truly and completely broken between Mackenzie and Shannon.

Chapter Four

“You make the phone call.”

“No, you!”

“Howie! You do it.”

The boys were arguing about who would make the call to Dana McClaren.

“Look. Nick should do it!” Suggested AJ.

“Why?” Nick asked.

“Because she’s Drew’s mom, and Drew’s your girlfriend!” he explained. That comment was met with a chorus of agreement from Howie, Kevin, and Brian.

“Fine, I’ll do it. But I don’t think that she likes me very much.” Nick grudgingly assented.

“But at least she knows you!” Howie said. “Do you really think that she’d give the address to just any old guy who called her up?”

“He’s got a point there.” Kevin turned to Nick. “Now call!”

“Okay, okay.” Nick punched in the phone number. “…Hello? Mrs. McClaren? It’s Nick Carter. I was wondering if you could do me a favour…”

“Okay. Now for the clothes. We can’t waste these amazing new looks on jeans and T-shirts!” Shannon said in a lull in the conversation.

“True! Pull out all your clothes, girls! We’re gonna mix and match!” Mackenzie dumped her clothes on the bed as the other two girls did the same.

After an hour of picking, choosing, changing their minds, and doing it all again, they finally were ready.

Drew wore a pair of dark forest green hip-huggers and paired them with a light green, short sleeved blouse that had a v-neck. 

Shannon wore a cotton knit skirt and blouse combo. The skirt was blue with a slit in the back. The blouse was baby blue with pearls sewn on, which hung below her waist, with long sleeves and a high scooped neck.

Mackenzie’s dress was navy blue, floor length and clinging. It had spaghetti straps and a small train at the back.

As they were admiring each other, they heard the doorbell ring. Shannon quickly turned off the Backstreet Boys CD that was playing so that they could hear better.

Rachel ran down the stairs to the front door. She was expecting her friend Heather, so she flung open the door with “I’m coming, jus…” She broke off and her mouth fell open.

“You, you, but….” She stopped when Kevin put a finger to her lips.

“Is this the house of Shannon Thompson?” he whispered.

“Uh, yeah.” Rachel stuttered.

“You must be Rachel then. I’m Kevin, this is Nick, Brian, AJ, and Howie.” He pointed out each one in turn. “Can we come in?”

Speechless, Rachel opened the door and let them in.

“Can I ask you a favor?” Nick asked quietly. Rachel nodded. “Could you not tell the girls that we’re here. We want to surprise them.”

Rachel was opening her mouth to say yes when Shannon called up. “Who’s at the door Rachel?”

Kevin gave her a glance. “It’s just Graham to pick me up.” Her voice was a little faint.

“Okay. Have fun!”

“Thanks!” Brian flashed a charming grin. “Could you do us another favor? Could you ask them to come upstairs for a moment? But not right away.” Rachel agreed. Then the boys proceeded to explain what they wanted to do.

“I don’t know about you, Shannon, but that sounded like more than one guy up there. And who’s Graham?” Mackenzie asked.

“I didn’t notice. But Graham is her friend’s dad.” Shannon casually dismissed Mackenzie’s comment about multiple males.

They were just about to start the music again when Rachel called down asking them to come up. They looked confused, but filed up anyway.

When they got upstairs, all the lights were out except for the two in the living room. They assumed that was where Rachel was. They walked in and looked around. No one was there.

Just as they were looking at each other, wondering what was going on, they heard a sound like someone clearing their throat. Then … 

“Like a flower to a tree,

That’s how close I wanna be

To your heart, baby to your heart…”

As they sang, the five guys walked out of the shadows from the sunroom. The girl’s eyes widened and their jaws dropped. They were so stunned, that it wasn’t until Nick sang the lines

“So lonely is the night,

Without you to hold me tight…” to Drew, did they snap out of it. Shannon sat down, Mackenzie put her hands to her mouth, and Drew broke into a huge grin.


When the song was finished, Drew shrieked and launched herself to hug Brian, while Mackenzie hugged Kevin. Then they switched. Drew hesitated for a moment before hugging him, but then she gave him a warm hug. She then went on to embrace Howie and AJ. After letting go of AJ, she just stared at Nick. When he moved toward her with his heart in his eyes, she opened her arms.


Meanwhile, Shannon was still sitting on the couch, watching. Since she didn’t know the guys as well as Drew and Mackenzie did, she felt somewhat uncomfortable in the big reunion scene. She looked down at her hands.


“You must be Shannon.” She looked up to see AJ standing before her, holding out his hand. When she took it, he pulled her up.


“Come on! We basically know you already.” He hugged her. So did Howie, Kevin, and Nick (once he had let go of Drew). Then Brian hugged her.


“What the hell are you guys doing here?” Drew demanded, smiling.


“We decided to surprise you for Shannon’s birthday. Besides, we got an extra two days off, so why waste it?” Howie said.


“This was the only time that we were positive that we could get all three of you in the same place at the same time.” Kevin added.


“But how did you know where I lived?” Shannon asked.


So they told the girls how they had found out that one of their concerts had been cancelled, and about the two extra days off. They then went on to tell how Nick had called up Drew’s mom and asked for Shannon’s address.


“But that doesn’t explain how you got in here. My dog didn’t even bark!” Shannon said incredulously. 


So, the boys told how they had convinced Rachel to help them. As they were finishing, they heard the door close and saw Rachel hurry across the lawn to a waiting car.


“Seeing as how you girls are already fancied up, what do you say we go for dinner?” AJ held out his arms to Shannon and Mackenzie. 


“That sounds like a fabulous idea, Mr. McLean.” Mackenzie said as she and Shannon both took one of his arms.


“Mrs. Carter?” Nick held out an arm to Drew.


“Certainly, Mr. Carter.” Drew took it.


They all laughed as Brian held out his arms to Howie and Kevin, and they walked out of the room theatrically arm in arm.


“Where to?” Brian asked to group.


“How about the Westin?” asked Howie.


“Oh, we can’t! My parents are there for a banquet, and are spending the night there.” Shannon looked apologetically at them. “It’s not that I’m ashamed, or anything, it’s just that they expect me to be here all night. What about Hotel Mac?” she suggested hopefully.


“Brilliant suggestion, Sherlock!” AJ agreed and they all nodded.


“But how are we going to get there?” asked Drew.


“Our driver is outside, of course!” Brian nodded out the window. “Shall we go?”


The girls collected their bags, shoes, and coats, and walked outside.

Chapter Five


“A table for eight, please.” The hostess nodded and asked them to “Follow me, please.” 


When they were seated in a booth at the back of the restaurant, Kevin and Mackenzie sat beside Drew and Nick. Shannon sat between Nick and Brian, and Howie and AJ sat on the other side of Brian.

They talked, laughed, and ate, becoming reacquainted with each other. Throughout the entire evening, Drew and Nick were holding hands, and sitting close to each other. After everyone was finished, Brian excused himself. When her came back, he looked like the cat that had swallowed a canary.


“What about dessert?” asked Nick. “I’ve still got room!” he patted his belly.


“How can you still be hungry?” exclaimed Shannon. “You ate enough for three people. Personally, I’m stuffed.”


Nick opened his mouth to reply when they saw their waitress walking over with a huge birthday cake. On cue, the boys began to sing happy birthday. When they had finished, and Shannon had blown out the candles, Brian reached over and squeezed her shoulders.


Shannon’s face was bright red, and she was speechless. “Wow!” they all laughed. “Thanks guys!” 


They finished off as much of the cake as they could, (which was a considerable amount, considering the five walking stomachs at the table) then left for home.


When they arrived, Kevin invited Mackenzie to take a walk with him. After asking directions from Shannon, they headed off. Shannon went into the kitchen to let Hobbes outside, and Howie, Brian, and AJ followed her.


Left alone in the front hall, Nick pulled Drew to him. She put her arms around his waist.


“Thank you.” She whispered.


“For what?”


“For surprising us and making this a fabulous evening.” Drew pulled Nick’s head down and kissed him. At first, he hesitated, because they were in the house of someone he barely knew. Then he relaxed, and kissed her back. Drew broke the kiss, and smiled. Taking his hand, she led him upstairs.


Howie, who was hanging his coat on a hook, saw them disappear around the corner upstairs. Since he knew that it had been a while since the last time that they had seen each other, when Nick flew out to spend the weekend, he just smiled. He went back into the kitchen where Hobbes was coming back from his excursion outside.


“So this is the man that was in bed with you and Drew.” Brian squatted down and scratched Hobbes’ ears, referring to a teasing comment that Shannon had made in one of her letters.


“What? Oh, yeah. Jealous?” Shannon laughed.


Brian looked critically at the dog. “Nah, I think that I can take him. Even if his legs do outnumber mine!” that comment made Shannon, Howie, and AJ crack up.


“Nick nearly turned purple until you mentioned that it was a dog.” AJ gasped. Still laughing, the four of them walked into the living room. 


“Where did Nick and Drew go?” Shannon asked, looking around.


“I saw them heading upstairs a few minutes ago.” Howie said, sitting on the couch.


“Ahhh!” the other three said at once.


“Well, I guess it’s just you and me, boys! You’re stuck with the leftovers!” when all three leveled glances in her direction, she held up her hands. “I meant it in a good way, honest!


“I’m going to change into something more comfortable, why don’t you make yourselves at home?” AJ started to leer at her. “I didn’t mean that as a line and you know it! Back off!” she laughed and left.


Mackenzie and Kevin had found themselves in the meadow in the ravine.


“Are you sure this won’t ruin your dress?” Kevin asked anxiously.


“No.” Mackenzie had rucked up the skirt above her knees, and had slung it over her arm.


She and Kevin walked down the path, not quite touching, but close enough to feel a sense of intimacy. Kevin looked over at her in the darkness.


“I missed you.”


Mackenzie looked up. “I missed you, too. But the letters helped.” She smiled.


“Yeah, they did.” There was a pause as they reached a bench. Kevin spread out his coat for Mackenzie and they both sat down. “So what are you planning for this week? Where are you staying?”


“Well, obviously we’re staying at Shannon’s tonight, then Drew and I are staying at the Fantasyland Hotel until Wednesday, when we’re going back to her house. Shannon will be staying with us Sunday night, but other than that Drew and I are on our own. What about you? What are your plans?”


“I think we’re at the Westin until Thursday morning, when we have to fly back for the rest of our tour. But I’m not sure what’s happening tonight. That’s five whole days, and we’ll make the best of it.” Kevin put his arm around Mackenzie’s shoulder.


“Yeah, we will.” She leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder.


Shannon had changed into a pair of old jeans and her United Way sweatshirt and was coming upstairs again. When she walked in, Howie, AJ, and Brian were talking sports. Feeling way out of her depth, she sat down on the loveseat next to Brian, because AJ and Howie had sprawled out on the couch across from her.


“Wow. When you said something more comfortable, you really meant it!” Brian said as he looked her over.


“Well, there’s no use changing just to be as uncomfortable as before, is there? Anyway, continue with whatever you guys were talking about when I walked in. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” She smiled.


“Oh, it’s nothing interesting.” AJ said.


Howie, who was next to the stereo system, asked “Is this all your music?” 


Shannon got up and walked over. “No, it’s also Rachel’s and my parents. The rest of mine are downstairs.”


“Oh, look guys!” Howie held up Rachel’s copy of their album. “And here she was pretending to be indifferent!” 


“That’s my sister’s!” Shannon laughed. When they gave her sceptical looks, she explained. “This Christmas, we each got $40 dollars worth of HMV gift certificates. She bought that and some other CD, and I got the two newest Great Big Sea albums.” She held up ‘Play’ and ‘Up’. 


“Who are Great Big Sea?” AJ asked, leaning over.


“They’re a Newfoundland group. Wanna hear?” 


“Sure.” 


Shannon put in all three and selected ‘Berry Picking Time’. “This is my favorite, but most of the others are more upbeat. Drew and I were dancing to these guys last time she was here.”


“Oh, right. You claim to be such a bad dancer, yet you seem to be dancing every night!” Brian lifted an eyebrow. “Come on, let’s see you dance!” 


“Uh, no. I really wasn’t kidding when I said I couldn’t dance! Please don’t make me.” She pleaded.


“Come on, it can’t be that bad!” Brian grabbed her hand and pulled her off the couch.


“Oh yeah!? Watch!” Shannon started to dance.


“Stop! Stop! You win.” They all laughed. “That was awful!” Howie said.


“Boys, I think it’s our moral duty to teach her how to dance!” Brian couldn’t stop laughing. Shannon wasn’t finding the situation too amusing, though.


“I don’t think that’s strictly necessary, thank you.” She said coldly. But with a little coaxing, the three guys got her up and learning the basic dance moves.


Nick and Drew were laying together on the bed in the master bedroom.



“So now what?” Nick raised his head to look at Drew.



“I don’t know. Where are you staying?” Drew rolled over.


“I’m not sure about tonight, but I think we’re going to the Westin.” 


“Well, I think you can stay here tonight, but you’ll have to run it by Shannon.” She ran her finger down his arm.


“That’ll have to wait though.” They both smiled, and moved toward each other.


Mackenzie and Kevin walked in the front door to see Howie, AJ, and Brian ‘dancing’ with Shannon. They both burst out laughing. Shannon blushed as they walked in and sat on the couch.


“Where’s Drew and Nick?” Kevin asked Brian. He looked at Howie, who looked at AJ, who exchanged glances with Shannon.


“Umm…” AJ made a non-committal noise. 


“I think they went upstairs to watch TV.” lied Shannon. “I’ll go up and see.” And she ducked out of the room and up the stairs.


When she got up there, she knocked on the closed door. There was no response.


“You two better be watching TV in there,” she hissed. “Cause Kevin’s gonna be up here in a minute!” she heard a gasp, knew she had been heard,  and went downstairs again.


“Yeah, they’re watching TV in my parent’s room.” She smiled at Kevin. “Don’t worry, Kevin.”


They all talked for a while, and then Drew and Nick came downstairs, sat down and joined to conversation. Eventually the topic turned to sleeping arrangements. 


“You guys can stay here tonight, if you want.” Shannon offered. “My parents won’t be here until tomorrow afternoon, and Rachel won’t either.”


“Well, we wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.” Kevin said with exaggerated formality.


“No bother. Let’s see, two of you can sleep on my parent’s bed – if you don’t mind sharing, that is. Another can sleep in my sister’s bed, there’s the couch, I’ve got a foamy, and a pull out in the attic…” she looked up.


So after some deliberation, it was settled. Mackenzie and Drew would sleep in Shannon’s bed, and Shannon would be in her sister’s bunk bed. AJ was on the pullout in the attic, Brian would be on the couch, and Howie had the foamy. Kevin and Nick ended up sharing the big bed.

Chapter Six


Shannon rolled over and bashed her wrist on the metal railing. “Ow!! Goddamn! Where the hell am I?” she cracked open her eyes and looked around. She got up and put on her bathrobe.


Walking downstairs as quietly as she could, she looked into the living room and saw Brian and Howie still fast asleep. Smiling she opened the fridge and took out the orange juice. She fed the cat and let Hobbes outside. Then, sipping her juice, she got the paper from outside. By the time she was finished, Brian was awake.


“What time is it?” he whispered.


“8:45, want some juice?”


“Sure.” He got up and pulled on a T-shirt over the boxers that he had slept in. Shannon handed him a glass, and gestured for him to sit at the table with her.


“Thanks for putting us up last night.” Brian said.


“No problem. It was fun.” Shannon smiled. They talked until everyone else had woken up, except for AJ. Brian went to wake him up, and Shannon made breakfast while Drew helped.


When Shannon’s parents came out of their hotel room, at about one o’clock in the afternoon, they were relaxed and well rested. They went downstairs and stood in line to check out. While standing in line, Barbara thought she heard a familiar laugh. She looked around, but all she saw was the backs of a group of five guys and three girls getting into an elevator. She shrugged, and turned back to the clerk.


“Phew! That was close.” Shannon sighed. “I thought that my mum saw me for a sec, there. That would have been a disaster!” Drew laughed along with Shannon.


“Why?” asked Brian.


“Well, because my mother would probably say that I had to walk the dog, clean my room, and scrub the floors before she let me go with you guys. Plus … I think it might have given her a heart attack to see me going into a hotel with one guy, let alone five!”


“Ah!” the guys said. Just then, the elevator doors opened.


“So where are your rooms?” Mackenzie asked, as they stepped into the hall.


“Turn left, and go to the end of the hall, that’s what the lady at the desk said.” answered AJ.


Howie leaned over and whispered to AJ, “Man, she was one hot chick!”


Drew overheard, and smacked his arm “Don’t be a jerk!” 


By that time, they had reached the boy’s rooms. Drew, Mackenzie, and Shannon helped carry their bags in, then they all gathered in Kevin and Brian’s room.


“So where to now?” asked Howie.


“West Ed?” suggested Nick. There was a chorus of agreement. All eight of them filed out and down to the car. When they arrived, the guys headed towards Galaxyland.


“Let’s go on some rides.” Nick encouraged. “Remember, that’s where we met you guys after the concert that first time?” He squeezed Drew’s hand. She squeezed it back, sharing the memory.


“Okay.” Everyone agreed. They paid admission, all arguing which ride to go on first. They walked past the Twister, and Howie, Drew, and Kevin decided to try it out. The rest of them watched, laughing, at the expression on Howie’s face as the three of them were suspended upside down, 30 feet in the air.


Next, they all went on the Swing of the Century. Afterwards, Shannon and Nick both felt a little queasy. So, they watched as the rest of the group went on the Swing again.


Eventually, they ended up in front of the Drop of Doom. Howie, and Kevin elected to try it. As those two stood in line, AJ, Nick, Drew, Mackenzie, Brian and Shannon watched a few groups go on.


“Just thinking about that makes me ill.” Said Shannon, looking up at the top of the ride. “Heights and I don’t mix well.” Mackenzie, Nick and Brian agreed with her as Drew and AJ laughed at them.


Then Drew and Mackenzie excused themselves to go to the washroom.


“Let’s try the Mind Bender!” AJ suggested, looking at the newly shortened line.


“Nah, we’ll wait here for the girls, but you to go ahead!” Nick leaned against the railing, and Brian agreed.


“I dunno…” Shannon hesitated.



“Come on. It’ll be fun!” coaxing, AJ pulled her down towards the line. By the time she grudgingly assented, they were near the front at the line. They waited a few minutes, and then the ride attendants opened the gate.


“I’m not sure if this is a good idea, I just had a hotdog.” Shannon tried for a token protest, but AJ pushed her ahead of him into the car. The attendant walked down the line of cars, pushing down the restraints. As the cars began to move, Shannon muttered, “Oh, man. I must be nuts.” Then there wasn’t time for any more thoughts as the roller coaster hurtled along.

They got off, and saw the others waiting for them, looking at the pictures that were taken of the roller coaster. They were laughing.

“Man! This is the funniest picture. Look at the expression on Shannon’s face!” Drew pointed, and Shannon blushed.

“You can buy copies of these, right?” Brian asked. When the guy behind the counter nodded, he paid for two of them.

“No! You’ve got to be kidding. Why would you want to have one of those?” Shannon exclaimed.

“It’s to remember the day we spent here. One for you guys, one for us.” Brian took the pictures from the guy behind the counter, and handed one to Shannon.

“Okay.” Shannon sounded skeptical, and they moved off to see what else there was to do.

Eventually, they got tired of Galaxyland, and headed out into the mall again. They just wandered aimlessly around, window-shopping. By that time it had gotten to be around 6:30 p.m.

“I’d better call my parents, and tell them what time to pick me up.” Shannon said as they passed a pay phone near Bourbon Street.

“Don’t worry, we’ll drive you home.” Said Kevin.

“But Mackenzie and Drew are staying at the hotel here tonight. Won’t you be staying late, then going straight to your hotel?” she asked. 

“If worst comes to worst, I’ll drive you home, then come back for the others.” Brian assured her.

“If you’re sure…?” Shannon paused. They all nodded. “Okay, I’ll just call and tell them I’m alright and what the plan is.”

“We’ll wait for you at Baskin Robbins, over there.” Howie pointed across the pedway. Shannon nodded, and the group headed off.

When she joined them, they had gotten a large table near the back. Drew, Nick, and Kevin were sitting on one side, Mackenzie at the head, AJ at the foot, and Howie and Brian on the side. Shannon slid into the empty chair beside Brian. He had had his arm over the back of it, but didn’t move it when she sat down.

Drew saw that and gave Shannon a ‘look’ as she asked, “How did it go?”

“Oh, you know. She protested, but I talked her out of it. I think she only said something because she felt she had to.” Shannon rolled her eyes, and Drew nodded in agreement.

“Now that you’re here, we can order.” Said Howie. “And let’s do it quick, I’m starving!” 

“Big surprise!” all three girls said at once, and everyone laughed. They walked up to the counter and chose their ice cream. Nick and Drew picked Mint Chocolate Chip, Mackenzie picked Vanilla-Chocolate Swirl. Kevin and AJ both had one scoop of Double Chocolate, one of Rocky Road, and one of Bubble Gum. Shannon chose Irish Cream; Howie had two scoops of Cappuccino Crunch and one of Vanilla. Brian had two scoops of Strawberry.

By the time they had all finished their ice cream, and had sat talking for a while, it was getting late. Shannon looked at her watch and made her apologies.

“Don’t worry, we understand.” Said AJ.

“If you guys want to stay a little longer, I’ll give Shannon a lift home, then come back.” Brian offered. Howie started to say something, but Brian shot him a look that stopped him short. Howie shrugged.

Saying her good-byes, and finalizing plans for the next day, Shannon picked up her purse and jacket.

“Bye! See ya tomorrow.” Was echoed around the table as Brian escorted her out. 

“What’s with Brian? He’s been really, abnormally quiet.” Mackenzie asked.

“He’s got it bad.” Replied AJ.

“For Shannon?” Drew questioned. Both Howie and AJ nodded. Drew shrugged and leaned into Nick’s arm. “Okay, whatever.”

Chapter Seven

On the trip back, there was an awkward silence at first. But it was broken we Brian switched on the radio and ‘As Long As You Love Me’ was playing. They both laughed.

“How does it feel to hear yourself on the radio?” asked Shannon. “Or are you used to it by now?” 

“Oh, I dunno. Pretty mundane, I guess.” Brian joked.

“Yeah, right. That’s like saying Drew and Nick only like each other a little bit. A total understatement!”

“True, true. But honestly, it’s pretty great.” 

The rest of the ride to Shannon’s house, they talked about the career of the Backstreet Boys, and the relationships of Drew/Nick and Mackenzie/Kevin. Occasionally, Shannon would jump in with directions. Finally, they pulled up in front of her house, and stopped.

Shannon turned to him, “Thank you very much.”

“My pleasure.” Brian replied. It seemed so absurdly formal. 

Shannon placed a hand on his forearm and squeezed gently. With a small smile and, “I’ll see you tomorrow”, she was out of the car and across the street. 

Nick knocked on the door connection his room to the one that Kevin and Brian were sharing. He heard Kevin tell him to come in, so he opened the door.

“Hey guys. What’re you doing?” he asked.

“Nuthin’.” Replied Brian.

“Where did you go?” Kevin was lying on his back on the bed. “We got here and you holed up in your room.”

“I had to make a phone call.” Nick avoided the eyes of the other two.

Brian and Kevin looked at each other, “Drew!” They laughed, and Nick blushed.

“So you two are getting hot and heavy, eh?” asked Brian.

“Yeah, we’re getting serious, but don’t say it like that when Drew’s around, okay? I don’t want to scare her off.” He looked at Brian and Kevin, waiting for them to agree. When they nodded, he continued, “Speaking of…” he gave a pointed look at Kevin.

“What!?” 

“What’s happening with you and Mackenzie?” Nick sat down on the end of the bed.

“And what do you expect to happen?” Kevin raised his eyebrows. “I may be in love with her, but I’m also 11 years older than her. It’s just illegal!”

“Touché! We were just asking.” Nick held up his hands in defense.

“We!? You asked. Don’t bring me into this!” Brian protested. Kevin and Nick looked at each other, and, with unspoken agreement, walked toward Brian and sat one on each side of him. Confused, Brian swiveled his head back and forth.

“So…” Kevin let the word hang in the air between them. Brian lifted a questioning eyebrow.

“You…Shannon…?” Nick gestured for Brian to make the connection.

“She’s a sweet girl, but…” he paused. “I don’t think she’s into me.” Brian shrugged.

“You’ll just have to woo her then.” Said Kevin, as if there was nothing left to say about the matter.

“Yea, that’s the answer! Why didn’t I think of that before?” Brian’s voice was filled with sarcasm. “Kevin, what do I know of wooing?” 

“He’s got a point Kev.” put in Nick, wryly. Then he ducked as Brian swung at him.

“Well, one popular option is to buy her gifts.” Kevin said.

“Or take her out for dinner or a movie.” Interjected Nick. The suggestions went on for a while longer, while Brian made mental notes. Eventually they gave up and went to bed.

The next morning, around 11 a.m., Shannon met up with the boys and Mackenzie and Drew in the lobby of the hotel.

“So what’s the plan for today?” asked Drew as she joined the group and stood beside Nick, who put his arm around her.

“I dunno. How about going swimming?” suggested Howie.

“Why? Just so you can take off your shirt again?” Drew asked, and everyone laughed while Howie’s ears turned pink.

“That’s a good idea! I haven’t been to the Water Park in a long time.” Mackenzie agreed. The boys all agreed.

“Umm… I don’t have either my bathing suit or my contact stuff here.” Shannon interrupted. They all made sounds of disappointment.

“Okay, what should we do then?” asked Howie.

“You guys go swimming, and I’ll meet you later. I’ll go window shopping, or something.” Shannon encouraged. “Really. I don’t mind.” She added when Kevin began to argue.

“Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind…” Nick left it open for her to refuse.

“Of course! You go ahead. We’ll meet here at say, 2:30 p.m.?” When everyone agreed, Shannon waved and walked off.

As the group stood in line to get into the Water Park, Drew leaned over to Brian and said, “You better hurry, or you’ll never find her.” 

It took him a minute to figure you who Drew had meant, but when he did, he nodded and hurried off. Drew smiled.

Brian walked in the direction that Shannon had gone. As he passed each shop, he peered in, just in case she had stopped. Then, as he passed a women’s dress store, he saw her. She was browsing through skirts and dresses. He quietly moved closer to her. She hadn’t noticed him, yet. He watched as she picked up a dress and held it up in front of her. As she looked critically at herself, she was humming ‘That’s What She Said’. He smiled.

“Looks stunning.” Brian said. Shannon jumped and turned.

“Oh! You scared the living daylights out of me!” 

“Sorry. But I meant what I said about the dress.” He moved toward her and fingered the sleeve.

“Thanks. I think it’s good, too. Unfortunately, it’s also out of my price range.” Sighing, she turned to go put it back on the rack.

“Here, I’ll do it. Why don’t you look around some more?” Brian lifted the dress from her fingers. Shannon smiled her thanks, and turned away.

As soon as she wasn’t looking, he hurried to the salesclerk.

“Excuse me? Could you put this on hold for a while under the name Littrell?” When she nodded, he thanked her and walked back to Shannon,

“Are you looking for a dress for any particular event?” he asked.

“Yeah, my cousin is getting married this summer.” She turned to look at him. “By the way. Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be swimming with the others?”

“You don’t want me here?” Brian tried his best to look hurt.

“I never said that!” Shannon hastened to assure him. “Of course I want you here. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“I thought that it was wrong for you to have to spend the day alone, when you came to spend it with everyone.”

“That’s so sweet!” she laid a hand on his arm. “Thank you very much. This will be more fun than if I’d been by myself. Shall we go look at other stores? All of this is way out of my league.”

“Sure. So where’s this wedding you’re going to?” Brian asked as they walked out of the store and into the mall.

“It’s in Kelowna. My uncle runs a farm near there, so they’ll use their back yard for the ceremony and the reception. It’s going to be quite cool.”

“Where’s Kelowna?”

“Oh, southern British Columbia. I’ve spent summers there, it’s so beautiful out there.” Shannon paused to look at a pair of shoes.

“Do you have a date for it yet?” Brian asked.

“No. I’m not sure if I’m going to find one, either. I don’t have a boyfriend, and all of my guy friends wouldn’t be caught dead at a wedding.” She shook her head ruefully. “I’ll probably just hang out with my fourth cousin, Thomas.” 

“Won’t that suck?” he asked.

“Not too much. He’s a tall, good-looking hockey player. It wouldn’t be too bad.” Shannon said slyly.

“Oh, really!? Look, there’s a Second Cup. Wanna get a coffee?” Brian pointed out, to change the subject.

“I don’t drink coffee, but if you want one, I’ll get a hot chocolate.”

They sat down at the table with their drinks and talked. Brian asked Shannon questions about her life, and vice versa. All the while they flirted mildly.

Nick and the other three guys stood waiting for Drew and Mackenzie to come out of the change room. Howie was beginning to get impatient. Just as he looked at his watch, the girls walked out of the doorway. Drew had a green T-shirt over her black bathing suit, and Mackenzie was wearing a navy and white two-piece. Drew walked over to Nick’s side with her eyes down. 

Nick raised her chin and looked into her eyes. “You are so beautiful, I hate to share you with these louts.” 

Drew met his eyes and could tell that he had meant every word that he’d just said. It barely registered when AJ, Howie, Mackenzie, and Kevin left. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him briefly.

“Come on, let’s go swim.” She took his hand and started toward where the other four were waiting and deciding which slide to go on first.

“Hey, love birds!” called Kevin. “Where to first?”

Nick and Drew looked at each other and said, in unison, “The wave pool!” 

Chapter Eight

Kevin stood in the pool, watching Drew and Nick. They look so happy! He thought, It’s unbelievable. I only wish… He couldn’t make himself finish the thought, especially when he saw the love in Mackenzie’s eyes when she looked at him. I’d be jealous, but there’s no need.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Mackenzie asked.


“Oh, they’re worth a lot more than that,” He said, smiling. “I was thinking of you.”


Mackenzie’s heart melted. She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a fierce hug.


“That was the sweetest thing that anyone has ever said to me.” She whispered in his ear.


“Good.” He replied. “I want to be the only one to say those things to you.”


“Don’t worry, because you’re the only one who matters anyway.” Mackenzie said that with so much love and conviction that Kevin couldn’t help himself. He lowered his head and kissed her.


Just as the kiss deepened, a huge wave crashed over their heads. They came up spluttering, to see everyone laughing at them.


“You guys were so intent on each other, you didn’t even hear the warning bell!” AJ laughed.


“Next time, get a room!” hooted Howie as both Mackenzie and Kevin glared at him.


“I wish I could have seen it!” Shannon laughed. “AJ, heading downhill, on roller blades, with no clue how to stop. Priceless! I hope you got pictures.”


“Yup! We made copies! We sent them to all our friends and especially Beth, his girlfriend.” Brian grinned and drank the last bit of his coffee. “Well, umm… I’ll be right back, alright?” He said as he stood up.


“Sure. I’m not going anywhere.”


Brian headed towards the bathrooms. As soon as he was out of her sight though, he turned and jogged to the store where he had put the dress on lay-away. When he arrived, he asked the clerk to wrap it up.


“And could you have it delivered?” When she said yes, he gave her Shannon’s address.


“Would you like to include a card, as well?” The clerk asked as she punched the price into the register. Brian hesitated a moment then agreed. He signed the card and paid.


When he got back, Shannon was still sitting where he had left her, except that her hot chocolate was finished.


“Sorry.” Brian said as he slid into his seat.


“No, that’s okay. What do you want to do now? We’ve still got two hours or so until we are meeting up with the others.” Shannon checked her watch.


“Well, I think there’s a dolphin show starting soon.” Brian suggested. “Want to catch that?” 


“I’d love to! I’ve never seen one, but I’ve always wanted to.” Shannon jumped up.

“Well, now is your chance.” Brian also got up. “Shall we, mademoiselle?” He held out his arm. 

“Charmed, I’m sure!” Shannon slipped her hand through his arm and rested it on the crook of his elbow. As they walked toward the dolphin tank, her hand slowly slipped down until it was held in his.

When they sat down in the audience at the dolphin show, Brian tried to keep it as casual as possible. He braced himself on his hand (which just happened to be behind Shannon’s back). But when she leaned into his arm, he put it around her. They sat through the show like that. Then, when they got up, their hands found each other naturally, without conscious thought. 

They talked about trivial things as they walked back towards the Water Park.

“You do realize that that they won’t be coming out for another hour, don’t you?” Shannon asked.

“Sure, but let’s look in and see if we can spot them in the pool or on the slides.”

The two of them peered through the glass, trying to get a glimpse of their friends. Shannon was about to give up when she saw AJ standing in the concession line. She nudged Brian and waved at AJ. He saw them standing together, waved, winked, and gave them thumbs up. Shannon rolled her eyes at him. Then it was his turn to order. AJ ordered huge amounts of food, which didn’t surprise either Brian or Shannon. They laughed, watching him struggle to balance everything. Finally Howie came up and relieved AJ of some of the load.

“Definitely a classic AJ move.” Chuckled Brian once AJ and Howie were out of sight. He and Shannon moved toward the bench and sat down. 

There was a comfortable silence for a few moments. Then Brian reached out and lifted the ring that was hanging around Shannon’s neck.

“Where did you get this?” He asked, fingering it. 

“It was my Amma’s, she died last year. The stone is a sapphire.” She replied softly.

“What does Amma mean?”

“Well, since my dad’s parents both died when he was young, he was raised by his aunt. So Amma is a combination of Aunt and Grandma.”

“I see. I’m sorry if it’s a sad story to tell, I shouldn’t have asked.” Brian apologized. 

“It’s fine. But let’s change the subject, okay?”

“Okay…um…when I caught up to you were humming ‘That’s What She Said’. I though you told us that you didn’t own any of our CDs.” 

“I don’t.” 

“But we haven’t released that song as a single yet.” 

“Drew has that CD and when I heard it, it just stuck in my head.” She leaned back against the wall. “You should take that as a compliment. A song’s got to be really good to get stuck in my head.” 

“Thanks, I think.”

“So who broke your heart?”

“Huh?”

“The song? Who inspired you to write it?”

“Nobody important.”

“Okay…” Shannon was confused, but let the subject drop.

AJ, Howie, Nick, Kevin, Mackenzie, and Drew were just finishing off their ‘snack’.

“I saw Shannon and Brian at the window when I was getting the food.” AJ licked his fingers.

“They were together?” asked Drew. 

AJ nodded. “They were standing pretty close to each other.”

“Cool.” Kevin said.

“You know, we should probably get going.” Mackenzie suggested. After looking at the clock, the others agreed with her and stood up.

After they met up with Brian and Shannon again, they spent the rest of the afternoon wandering around the mall. After dinner at McDonald’s, they walked around again, eventually passing Bourbon Street.

“Hey, what about Club Malibu?” suggested Howie.

“Uh, guys?” Shannon interrupted as the other guys agreed. “I hate to break it to you, but we’re not 18.”

That gave them a pause. They then decided that AJ and Howie would go to the bar, Kevin and Nick would join them after Drew and Mackenzie went back to the hotel, and Brian would go after dropping Shannon off.

They said their good-byes and goodnights, and it was decided that Nick and Drew would ride along with Brian and Shannon.

“Yeah, I want Nick to see that meadow by your house.” Drew said to Shannon.

“Good idea.” She agreed.

Chapter Nine

In the car en route to Shannon’s house, the four of them discussed the day. Nick and Drew told Brian and Shannon about what had happened in the Water Park, and Shannon told Drew and Nick how she and Brian had spent the day.

When Brian parked the car in front of Shannon’s house, Drew and Nick started down the street towards the ravine.

As they turned to corner, Shannon turned to Brian. “Well, seeing how you’ll have to wait for them anyway, do you want to come in?” she looked at the house. “It looks like no one else is here. I’ll make some coffee, if you want.”

“Sure, if you don’t mind.” Answered Brian as they crossed the street and walked up the front steps.

“So where are we going, again?” Nick asked as Drew led the way down a flight of wooden stairs.

“There’s a meadow down here that I wanted you to see. It’s really beautiful.” Drew gestured down the path ahead of them.

“Sounds good. I just couldn’t remember what you’d said.” Nick nodded thoughtfully. They walked hand-in-hand down the gravel path. When the passed the bench shaped like two people and a dog, Nick asked about it. 

“I’m not sure what it is.” Drew frowned slightly. “We’ll have to remember to ask Shannon later.”

They were approaching the entrance to the meadow when something dark flashed across the path in front of them. They both stopped and looked in the direction that it had gone.

“It looked like a rabbit.” Nick said after a moment. “I feel as if I should be chasing it, wondering what sort of important date that it’s late for.” Drew understood the reference to Alice in Wonderland, and laughed along with him. “It was probably a date with you.” Nick said softly, when they had stopped laughing.

“I’m glad that you’re not chasing after it.” Drew said. “I like you right where you are.” She slipped her arms around his waist. 

“Good, because I do too.” Nick returned the favour.

They walked onto the meadow just as the first stars came out. Drew looked up and made the silent wish that she would stay that happy forever. They crossed the meadow in silence.

Nick sat down on the platform that held the benches and leaned against the railing. Then he pulled Drew down to sit in front of him so that he could put his arms around her. When she was settled, she turned her head and planted a kiss on Nick’s chin.

“Ooh, you’re prickly!” She giggled and ran her hand over his jaw line. He turned his head slightly and kissed her palm.

For a long time, they sat silently, pressed against each other, and absorbed the beauty of the place.

“You were right about this place being amazing.” Nick whispered, eventually. “But it’s beauty pales in comparison to you.”

“Oh, Nick!” Drew smiled and wrapped his arms tighter around her.

S – Gone to a late movie. Rachel is at Mary’s. A package came for you, on dining room table – XXOO, Mum.


Shannon read the note that she had found in the front hall. “I wondered where they’d gone. Cool, we won’t have to whisper.”


“Yeah, that’s good.” Brian looked uncomfortable.


“Who would send me a package?” She mused as she picked it up. “There’s no return address – strange. Let’s see what it is.”


Before Brian could protest, she had unwrapped the package and was opening the box. She gasped when she saw the dress she had thought that she would never own. When she pulled it out, a small white envelope fell to the floor. She stooped to pick it up. Shannon opened it and read:

Because beauty is priceless and you looked beautiful in it. Have the time of your life at the wedding. Just think of me occasionally, okay?

Love,

      Brian


Shannon’s eyes went wide and her mouth fell open. She looked up and met Brian’s eyes. She saw there uncertainty, and nervousness. She walked over to him and took his face between her hands.


“That is the most wonderful, amazing, sweetest thing that anyone has ever said or done for me. Thank you.” She gave him small kiss, then hugged him. After a moment of standing there, stunned, Brian lifted his arms and hugged her back.


“Do you like it?” He asked softly.


“Do I like it? I love it! But whatever possessed you to buy it for me? Wasn’t it terribly expensive?” Shannon picked up the dress and looked at it wonderingly.


“I’m glad you like it. I bought it because it made you look radiant, and the look on your face when you read the price almost broke my heart.” 


“So it was a pity gift?” She looked up sharply.


“Did I say that? No. It most definitely not a pity gift.” Brian’s voice raised a little.


“Okay, I’m sorry for even thinking it.” Shannon looked suitably chastened.


“I forgive you.” His voice took on a lighter note. “Now how about that coffee you promised me?”


They made the coffee and sat drinking it (well, Shannon had cocoa) until Nick and Drew came back. Drew saw the dress on the table and asked about it. When Shannon explained, Drew raised her eyebrows at Shannon and hugged Brian with a comment about how sweet he was. Nick smiled at Shannon and gave Brian a slap on the back in congratulation.


Shannon was just pouring coffee for Drew and Nick when Drew asked about the ‘people bench’ that they had seen.


“Oh, that’s a memorial to the husband of the woman who lives across the alley from us. A drunk driver killed him. I guess that they were good friends with David’s family, so Dave’s father built the bench in the guy’s memory. He’s an architect.” She explained.


“That’s neat.” Nick said.


“David’s dad built that!?” Drew asked incredulously. “But look how ugly his house is!” 


Shannon shrugged. “I dunno. I was about three when it happened, so I’m not sure.” 


A little while later, as Drew and Nick were finishing their coffee, Shannon’s parents arrived home. Shannon thanked the other three for coming as they put their coats and shoes on.


“Remember to bring your skates tomorrow,” Nick said as he tied his shoe. “We’re going skating.” 


“Sounds good. See you tomorrow!” she waved as they got into the car and drove off.

Chapter Ten


The next afternoon, at about two o’clock p.m. (her parents had made her do chores before she left the house), Shannon met the group at the ice rink in West Ed, as agreed on. Since she was a little late, the other seven were already skating – or trying to. She laced up her skates and stepped timidly on the ice. Usually she could skate reasonably well, but she hadn’t skated in quite a while, and she didn’t know this ice surface.


Mackenzie, Kevin, and AJ were skating around the outside, arm in arm, stride for stride. Howie was showing off wildly for a blonde girl who was laughing like a ditz. Brian was following behind, laughing at both of them. Nick and Drew were at the far end of the rink, slowly making their way around. Every few steps Drew would grab for either Nick or the boards. As Shannon watched, Drew tried to grab both at once, but ended up hugging the ice.


Shannon started toward them slowly. Gliding, she became overconfident, tried to turn around, and fell flat on her butt. Brian and AJ saw her, and skated in a circle around her. She tried to get up, but their circling impeded her.


“Here, could you help me up?” she asked and held up her hand.


“Nah, I like seeing you in that position. It makes me feel powerful.” AJ sneered.


“You are such an unimaginable bastard, AJ!” Shannon gave him a glare that made AJ hold up two crossed fingers in defense. But he got out of the way long enough for her to get to her feet. Totally brushing the two of them off, she started to skate towards Drew.


“Hey! How’s it going?” She asked, lending an arm when Drew stumbled.


“Oh, just peachy keen!” Drew muttered. “Why did I ever agree to go skating?”


“Because you love it so much.” Nick laughed.


Drew rolled her eyes, “Yeah, that’s it! How could have I forgotten that one important fact?”


Just then, Mackenzie made a dramatic entry, stopping right before Drew in a spray of ice crystals. Drew’s automatic reaction was to jerk back, and she would have fallen, if Brian hadn’t arrived just then and steadied her.


“Having fun?” Kevin asked as he and Howie skated up. Everyone replied in the affirmative, even if Drew’s was reluctant.


“Why didn’t you tell us that you couldn’t skate?” Howie asked Drew.


“Would it have made a difference?” She answered bitterly.


“Probably not, no. But it would have been good to know.” He shot back with and impudent smile.


“Hey guys – truce, remember?” AJ interrupted their verbal sparring.


“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” They both said at once, then laughed.


As they were laughing, a voice came over the loudspeakers. “Okay now. Couples only!”


“See ya, guys!” Howie threw over his shoulder as he started madly in the direction of the blonde he had been flirting with earlier. He skated up behind her, tapped her on the shoulder, and, from what the group could tell, asked her if she wanted to skate with him. When she nodded, the rest of the guys in the group hooted, and the girls grinned.


Then Kevin held his arm out to Mackenzie and they skated off. Nick took Drew’s hand and started skating, slowly, with her.


“Well, that’s my cue to leave.” Said Shannon, and she, AJ, and Brian all went and sat down. They watched Kevin and Mackenzie whiz past and listened to the romantic music. Then Brian suddenly stood up.


“Let’s go out there.” He held out his hand to Shannon. She took it, and he led her out onto the ice. She expected him to drop her hand after they had skated around for a while, but instead, he laced his fingers with hers.


“Oomph!” Drew fell down again. This time she landed on her butt. “That’s it! I refuse to do this any more!” 


Nick helped her up. “You want to get out of here? We’d have more fun somewhere else.”


“Thank you! Anywhere else would be more fun that this.” Drew clung to his arm as they skated toward the rink door.


“I’m sorry that you’re miserable. You really should have told us that you couldn’t skate.” Nick apologized.


“That’s okay. It was fun because you were here to pick me up.” Drew grinned flirtatiously. 


“Where are Drew and Nick going?” Kevin asked Mackenzie as they skated past the door.


“Oh, Drew’s probably just tired of picking herself off the ice.” Mackenzie laughed. “Don’t worry so much. They’ll be fine.” 


“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Kevin nodded, but the thought kept nagging him as they skated for a while longer. Finally broke away from Mackenzie and went up to where Brian and Shannon were.


“Brian, where did Nick and Drew go?” he asked.


“I dunno, why?”


“Can you go check on them?”


“I guess.” Brian hesitated.


“Thanks man.” Kevin skated back to Mackenzie.


Brian looked helplessly at Shannon. “Do you want to come?”


“Sure.” They headed for the door.


After they had taken their skates off, they debated where to look. They turned right and walked through the mall. Eventually they passed the mini-golf courses. 


“Look. There they are.” Shannon pointed to the line up. They veered off and headed to Nick and Drew.


“What are you guys doing here?” Nick asked accusingly.


“Kevin told us to follow you guys. He was suspicious.” Brian answered.


“Sorry.” Shannon added.


“That’s okay.” Drew placated Nick. “You guys want to join us? That way we don’t have to golf with strangers.” 


Shannon and Brian exchanged a look, then agreed. The four of them stood in line, got their clubs, and arrived at the first tee.


Nick went first, getting his ball two feet from the hole. Then Brian had his shot. His ball landed close to Nick’s. Drew stepped up next. She swung her club at the ball, and missed.


“Oh, shush!” Drew glared as Nick and Brian doubled up laughing. She tried again, and got the ball half way to the hole.


Shannon stepped up and placed her ball on the specified dot. “Don’t laugh, guys. I won’t do any better than she did.”


As Shannon lined up the ball, she looked like she knew what she was doing. Her club came back and she hit the little blue ball. It launched into the air at a 35-degree angle. It flew over the raised edges, past the fake grass, and into the water trap two holes over.


There was a stunned silence as the group at that tee looked over at them. The Nick, Brian, and Drew burst into laughter. Shannon shrugged as if to say ‘See, I told you so’.


When they had completed the first hole, Shannon had used 10 strokes, Nick and Brian each had two, and Drew had four. They arrived at the second hole, Nick and Brian teed off right away. When Drew put her ball in place and she got into position, Nick came up behind her.


“Here. You have to hold the club like this.” He put his arms around Drew and demonstrated, with what appeared to Shannon and Brian to be a lot of unnecessary caressing. “Now bend your knees, That’s right! Keep your arms and back straight. Now swing back. There you go!” 


With Nick helping her, Drew got the ball all the way down the mini fairway and near the hole. Then Shannon placed her ball.


“You know, you’re not half bad…” Began Brian, but Shannon interrupted.


“What!? Did you totally miss that last shot, or something?”


“I was about to say… just don’t put so much force behind it.” He laughed.


“Easy for you to say! You can actually play this game.” She made her shot. This time it stayed on the ground, but it only went a few inches.


“Now you’re overcompensating.” Put in Nick.


“No shit, Sherlock!” Shannon glared at him. “Sorry, but that was totally unhelpful! I had already figured out that I suck!” That comment made them all laugh.


By the time they had finished the course, Drew and Shannon had had several more humiliating experiences. Nick’s final score was 32, Brian’s was 33, Drew’s was 48, and Shannon’s was 61.


“I think that we should go to Orange Julius to celebrate.” Nick said to Brian.


“Celebrate what?” Shannon asked.


“The fact that we kicked your ass at mini-golf!” Brian answered, then had to duck behind Nick as both Drew and Shannon flew at him.


Back at the Ice Palace, Howie and AJ had already left for the food court (AJ was hungry again). Kevin and Mackenzie were just getting off the ice. They sat down in the far corner of the changing area, where there weren’t very many people, and Mackenzie bent to untie her lace.


“There’s a knot in my lace. Bloody hell!” Mackenzie swore, frustrated.


“Here, let me finish getting mine off, then I’ll help you.” Kevin slipped off his left skate. When he had put on his shoes, he knelt in front of Mackenzie.



Kevin lifted Mackenzie’s foot to rest it on his thigh. He gently stroked her ankle as his hands moved toward the troublesome knot. Without too much effort, he untangled it and slipped off her skate. Placing it to one side, Kevin massaged her foot for a moment before sliding it into her shoe. He then repeated the treatment on Mackenzie’s other foot. Kevin met Mackenzie’s eyes, and moved to sit beside her.


“Thank you.” Mackenzie said softly. Kevin reached over and brushed a curl from her face. Then he leaned forward and kissed her softly. When Mackenzie encouraged him, he deepened the kiss. Mackenzie’s arms came up and around Kevin’s neck. Kevin pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her. He broke off and pressed kisses along her jaw line.


Brian leaned over the railing to look down in the change area. He had been sent a little ahead to see what was keeping Mackenzie and Kevin. When he saw them, a grin broke out on his face. He turned to see the other three approaching. He put his fingers to his lips. When they had stopped talking, he gestured to where Mackenzie and Kevin were.


Shannon and Drew had to smother their giggles. Nick and Brian gave each other a high-five. As the watched, Kevin pulled away.


“We should catch up with the others.” They heard him say. Mackenzie was flushed as she nodded.


“Good idea!” Brian called down. Both dark heads jerked up. Mackenzie blushed fiercely, as did Kevin. Then Nick, Shannon, and Drew poked their heads over the railing and waved. Kevin looked absolutely furious, and they all laughed.


Kevin and Mackenzie got up and walked out of the change area. When they reached the level where Brian and the others were waiting, the colour on Mackenzie’s face had faded from bright red to pale pink. Kevin still looked furious, but his colour, too, was more subdued.


“How long had you guys been there?” He asked in a low voice.


“Only about a minute.” Shannon said.


“Yeah, not very long.” Drew added, and winked at Mackenzie, who flushed again.


“Where are Howie and AJ?” Nick asked, changing the subject.


“They went ahead to the food court.” Mackenzie answered. “Let’s go catch up with them.” 

Chapter Eleven


The six of them met up with Howie and AJ in the food court and got their food. When they were finished, they wandered through the mall. By that time, it was almost six o’clock p.m.


“Well…”AJ said reluctantly. “Guys, we gotta go.”


“Go where?” asked Drew.


“Well, since we got those extra two days off, Donna wants us to rehearse a little.” Nick said.



“Yeah, she even booked us a studio for a couple of hours, starting at six p.m.” Howie said.


“Oh. I guess we’ll see you later, then.” Shannon said.


“Hey. Can we watch you guys practice?” asked Mackenzie. “I mean, you perform in front of millions, I’m sure that practicing in front of three won’t kill you.”


The guys looked at each other. After a moment, they all shrugged as it to say ‘I don’t care – you?’.


“Great! Let’s go.” Mackenzie grinned.


“We don’t want you guys to be late!” Drew agreed.


As they arrived at the studio, Shannon mentioned to Brian, “You know, both Drew and Mackenzie have seen you perform live. But this will be my first time.”


“Really?” he answered. “Well, then we’ll have to be especially good!”


Shannon wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but she was saved from having to by AJ calling to Brian.


“Come on, man! We’ll change and meet the girls in a minute.” The guys disappeared, leaving Mackenzie, Drew, and Shannon sitting in an empty studio.


“So things are getting really serious between you and Kevin, eh Mackie?” Drew asked as they sat down.


“Yeah, I guess so. Most of the time, Kev seems enthusiastic about us, and maybe this relationship will go somewhere. Other times, it seems like he doesn’t want an ‘us’ at all! I’m so confused!” Mackenzie explained.


“Maybe he’s concerned about the age difference.” Shannon suggested. “12 years is a big gap.”


“Yeah, that could be it.” Mackenzie conceded. “But what do I do to convince him that it doesn’t matter to me, and that it shouldn’t matter to him, either?”


As Drew was about to answer her, the boys walked back into the room. Nick was wearing sweatpants and a football jersey. Kevin was wearing jogging pants with a T-shirt. Brian was wearing tear-aways with a basketball jersey over a white T-shirt. Howie and AJ were both wearing workout pants, Howie with an Adidas T-shirt and AJ with a tank top.


Drew whistled. When they looked surprised, she shrugged and said, “Isn’t that the response you usually get when you walk on stage? I’m trying to make it seem as much like home as possible.”


“Well, we don’t usually practice in front of screaming fans…” Nick said.


“And we never expected that response from you guys.” Brian finished.


“Ah!” Drew answered. Then the opening music to ‘As Long As You Love Me’ started. The boys got into position and started to practice.


Mackenzie, Drew, and Shannon all watched in silence. Shannon was amazed. She had never thought that seeing them perform live (even if it was just a practice) would be that way. Drew looked over and chuckled.


“Close your mouth!” She nudged Shannon’s arm. “You’ll make them think they’re good, or some such nonsense.”


“But they are good!” Shannon replied.


“Yeah, but we’re not supposed to notice. We’re the ones who keep their feet on the ground, remember? That’s why they like us.”


“Oh yeah. I’m sure that’s the only reason that Nick loves you.” Mackenzie said.


“Well, okay, they like us for other reasons, too.” She giggled.


For the next two hours, the girls watched in relative silence, with only a snide remark here and there. The boys performed most of their repertoire, except for ‘Set Adrift On Memory Bliss’, ‘Boys Will Be Boys’, and ‘Hey Mr. DJ’. When they were finished, the girls gave them a round of applause. They bowed theatrically.


“Thank you, thank you! Please, don’t throw money!” AJ bowed his head regally. The girls laughed, and Shannon threw a towel at him.


“No money? Darn! And I was so looking forward to throwing a hard object at you!” Shannon rolled her eyes and laughed at him. “Give it up, you ego-maniac!” 


“Well, I’m seriously crushed!” He returned the towel after wiping his face on it.


“Eeew! Oh, I’m sure you are.” Shannon picked up the towel gingerly.


“We’ll change and be right out.” Nick said as he bent to kiss Drew.


“Not until you shower!” Drew placed her hand in front of his face. “Ugh! You smell!” Nick snorted and they made their way to go change.


“Now I see why all those girls go ape over them. They’ve got incredible stage presence.” Shannon commented after a few mintues.


“Yeah, but I still think that all those girls are only nuts over them because they’re good-looking.” Mackenzie agreed.


“You think we’re good-looking?”Kevin came up behind Mackenzie and put his hands on her shoulders.


“Well, in an oddball, obscure kind of way.” She looked up and all three girls laughed.


“Harumph!” Kevin replied.


“I think we shoud be insulted, boys!” Brian said from behind Kevin, where they had heard Mackenzie’s comment.


“Nah.” Shannon said with a laugh. “We meant it in the nicest possible way.” Her eyes twinkled.


“Speak for yourself! I meant it just the way it sounded!!” Drew winked at Nick, who grinned back. He was used to this type of ribbing.


As they gathered their things, the girls laughed at the stories that Howie was telling.


“You should have seen the expression on AJ’s face when he opened his closet to find it empty. It was priceless! He looked for his clothes, but he couldn’t find them anywhere. It turned out that Nick had hidden them under the sink in the bathroom.” As Howie retold the story, AJ was blushing, and Nick was looking around in self-congratulation. “But that’s not to say that Nick didn’t get his come-uppance. The next night, we were in Germany somewhere, and we got him back!


“He was changing, and was standing only in his underwear. We called him to the door to show him something…”


“Supposedly!” Nick interrupted. Now it was his turn to blush.


“…to supposedly see something at the door. Before he came, he wrapped a towel around his waist. He got to the door and looked out. He groaned when he saw the pack of screaming girls heading his way. He tried to draw back, but we shoved him forward, grabbed his towel away, and locked the door behind him!” Howie had to stop, because he was laughing to hard. AJ picked up the story.


“It so funny to see Nick out there in his briefs, mobbed by a bunch of German teenage girls! It totally made up for having my clothes swiped. Eventually though, we relented and opened the door for him.”


“But not before seeing him get kissed full on the lips by one of the screamers.” Brian added.


“Oh, really?” Drew asked.


“Yeah, but I was too busy defending myself to really enjoy it!” Nick answered mischeviously, then flinched as Drew swatted his arm. 


“Jerk!” 


By that time, they had reached the hotel, and it was about nine o’clock. Kevin had his arm around Mackenzie’s shoulder, and Nick was holding Drew’s hand. Brian was standing just to the side of Shannon, close, but not touching. Howie and AJ were on her other side. 


“Okay, well, goodnight.” Said Howie.


“You need another ride home?” Brian asked Shannon.


“No, I’m spending the night here. I was supposed to last night, but my mum wouldn’t let me for some strange, unknown reason. But thanks anyway.” She replied with a smile.


While, Shannon hugged him, Howie and AJ goodnight, Nick had pulled Drew to the side a little.


“Sweet dreams.” He said as he bent and kissed her.


At the same time, Kevin wished Mackenzie a good night and kissed her cheek. As he was pulling away, she turned her head and kissed him quickly on the lips.


“Well, goodnight, all!” AJ said as the boys walked away, waving. The girls waved back.

Chapter Twelve


“That was some goodnight kiss!” Shannon commented to Drew when they were up in the hotel room.


“Yeah, well.” She shrugged.


“You guys pretty happpy?” Mackenzie asked.


They unfolded the cot for Shannon to sleep on, and started to change for bed.


“Definately! He is the sweetest, most wonderful guy ever! He’s thoughtful, sweet…”


“You already said that.” Interrupted Mackenzie.


“Yeah, well, there just aren’t enough adjectives to descibe how amazing he is!” Drew retorted.


“Yes, she’s one hundred percent, prime-time, beyond help!” Shannon roled her eyes at Drew’s gushing.


“Oh yeah?” Drew asked.


“Yeah.”


“You don’t think we’ve seen how moony-eyed you get over Brian? At least I have an excuse. He’s my boyfriend!” Drew retorted.


“If it’s so obvious how I feel, how come he won’t do anything about it? And since when do you have to be going out with someone before you can get ‘moony-eyed’ as you call it?” Shannon shot back.


“Come on guys! What does it matter how each of you feels, if you’re happy?” Mackenzie interrupted.

Annoyed at being interrupted, both Drew and Shannon turned on Mackenzie and said, “Kevin?”. Mackenzie blushed and all three of them laughed. Shannon and Drew apologized to each other, and finished preparing for the night. Once they were all in bed, they talked about the day.

“So where did you guys actually go?” Mackenzie asked a while later.

“Mini-golf!” Drew answered.

“I didn’t know you could play mini-golf.” Mackenzie looked surprised.

“She can’t!” Shannon laughed. “Neither can I! We really sucked!”

“Yup! But at least Nick and Brian could play!” Drew agreed. “They helped us out with our…technique.” Shannon giggled at the innuendo.

“Am I missing something?” Mackenzie asked, frowning in confusion.

“Oh, yeah!” Drew laughed and proceeded to explain the ‘lessons’ that Nick had given her. Eventually, the three of them fell asleep, in the wee hours of the morning.

The next morning, around 9:00 a.m., the three girls met the BSB in the lobby of the hotel. 

“So what’s the plan for today?” Shannon asked once they were all gathered. Everybody threw out ideas. One that they all agreed on was to see ‘Titanic’.

“Yeah, that’s a good idea.” Drew agreed. When everyone else nodded, she continued. “But what do we do until then? The movie doesn’t start until 12 or 12:30 p.m.” 

“I’ve got an idea.” Shannon said. “When you guys were here last time, did you get a chance to see Whyte Ave? It’s gorgeous. And it won’t be crowded on a Tuesday morning.” This suggestion was met with a chorus of agreement, so they headed off.

They arrived at Whyte Ave half an hour later.

“Where to first?” asked Howie.

“Uh, I dunno. How about just walking along and looking at everything?” Everyone agreed, and they headed east. They stopped in the little stores like Flash of Insight, and Divine Decadence. They passed Greenwood’s and the boys wanted to stop in. Kevin and Howie ended up buying something, eventually. Then the group started walking again.

“This is a cute place.” Brian said as they walked past The Princess Theatre. “Do they actually play movies here?” 

“Yeah. It’s really cool inside.” Shannon answered. “A few years ago, they were thinking of closing, but it’s such a historical landmark that lots of people protested. So it’s still here.”

“Obviously.” AJ interjected. Shannon rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue at him.

“Aren’t we mature.” Kevin said.

“Since when is mature best?” asked Drew. “Immature is more fun!”

Still arguing and laughing, they started down the street again.

“Oh, look!” Shannon pointed. “That’s where Kris works.”

“Oh yeah!” Drew replied. “Is she working today?”

“I think so. I’m gonna go up and see. You guys wanna come, or should I meet you a bit later?” Shannon asked.

“Let’s go up. I haven’t seen where she works yet, and I want you guys to meet her.” Drew urged.

“Okay.” The guys agreed.

“Why not?” Mackenzie shrugged. They all trouped up the stairs.

When they first got up, the first impression that they got was that the store was empty. Then they saw a figure straighten up at the back. Shannon motioned the others to stay where they were and moved forward silently. When she got about two feet from Kris, Kris turned around and dropped the pile of books that she was holding.

“Omigod! You scared the living daylights out of me, Shannon. What are you doing here?” Kris put her hand to her chest in a gesture of surprise. 

“We were just hanging out on Whyte, when we thought we’d visit you.” Shannon answered.

“We?” Kris asked.

“Me, Drew, Mackenzie, and the boys.” Shannon nodded over her shoulder. The other seven started to move towards them.

“Oh, cool.” Kris said.


When they arrived, Drew started the introductions. “This is Mackenzie, Kev, AJ, Bri, Howie and this is Nick. Guys, this is Khryztena.”


“Hi!” they chorused.


“Hey. I’ve heard a lot about you guys.” Kris smiled.


“Oh, really?” Kevin shot Drew and Shannon a look. “What have you heard?”


“Oh… nothing really. Just how much Drew loves Nick, the truce with Howie, things like that.” Kris said evasively. The guys visibly relaxed. “So what are you guys doing today?”


“We’re being shown Whyte Ave before we go see Titanic.” Howie answered.


“Titanic? Again?” Khryztena laughed. “Haven’t you seen it enough times, Drew?”


“Whatever! Six times isn’t nearly enough!” Drew answered.


“You’ve seen it six times?” Nick exclaimed. “I assumed that you’d only seen it a couple of times.”


“I guess you shouldn’t assume things then, honey.” Drew replied in a sugar-sweet voice.


Brian turned to Shannon. “I thought I’d told you not to let her swoon over anybody other than Nick!”


“But your ground rule from the first letter was not to let Drew know anything from the letters. How was I supposed to know which rule to follow?” Shannon assumed an innocent look.


“Well… well. You’re just supposed to know!” He replied.

“Oh, really?”

“Look, I’m sorry I brought it up!” Khryztena was laughing watching the scene play out in front of her.

“Okay guys, do we have to have an argument about this in the middle of a bookstore?” asked Howie.

“Yeah, get a grip!” AJ added.

“Ignoring comments from the peanut gallery!” Shannon held up her hand in his face. Then she turned to Kris. “What time do you work until?” 

“4:30.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” Howie commented. Just as Kris started to agree, her boss came out of the back and gave her a questioning look.

“That’s my cue to go. Call me later, okay?” She said, and picked up the pile of books that she had dropped earlier.

“Definitely. Have fun!” Shannon replied sarcastically.

“Nice meeting you.” Howie held out his hand. Kris shifted the books to her other hand and shook his.

“Yeah, it’s good to meet other friends of Drew’s.” Nick said and shook her hand as well. One by one, all the boys shook hands with Kris.

“Bye!” Mackenzie called as they left.

“So that was Kris. What did you think of her?” Drew asked as they walked out into the street.

“She seems nice enough, but there are just too many stairs to climb to go see her!” AJ said.

“She’s not nearly as wacko as you and Shan.” Howie grinned.

“Please don’t call me that, Howie.” Shannon asked. “It really bothers me.” 

“Sure, whatever, Shan!” he answered mischievously. When Shannon glared at him, he held up his hands. “Sorry, I just couldn’t resist!” 

Still bickering, the group crossed Whyte and headed back down. After sightseeing some more, it was time to head to the movie theatre. 

Chapter Thirteen

When they arrived at Gateway, there were a few people outside, and virtually no lineups.

“Bonus!” said AJ. “No waiting.” They all got out of the car and walked across the parking lot. As they reached the door, a young girl of about 13 came rushing up to them.

“Are you guys the Backstreet Boys?” Her green eyes were wide.

“Yup.” Nick answered.

“Omigod! Can I have your autographs? Please?” She thrust a Tribute magazine in front of them.

“Sure, no prob.” Brian borrowed a pen from Shannon, and took the magazine. “What’s your name?”

“N…Natasha.”

“But do us a favor, Natasha, and don’t spread it around that we’re here, okay?” AJ turned up the charm.

“Y…yeah, okay.” Her voice trembled. Shannon, Drew and Mackenzie had to smother giggles behind their hands. Drew stepped behind Nick and buried her face in his shoulder to keep from laughing aloud.

The boys finished signing, and waved as the girl scurried to a waiting car. As soon as it was out of sight, the girls burst out laughing.

“You guys really get a kick out of that, don’t you?” Mackenzie asked.

“Oh, yeah, we live for it!” Brian smiled. “It’s such an ego boost.”

“Like you need one!” Shannon and Drew said together. By that time, they had bought tickets and were walking to the theatre. Before they sat down, they stopped at the concession stand, and bought pop, popcorn, and Gummi Bears. 

“Where does everybody like to sit?” Kevin asked.

“The back.” Drew said quickly. Shannon gave her a puzzled glance, and Drew narrowed her eyes as if daring Shannon to say anything. Shannon shrugged.

“I like the middle.” Shannon said. Brian, Howie, and AJ agreed.

“I prefer the front,” Mackenzie said.

“Hmmm. How about everybody sits where they like, and we’ll meet up again at the end?” Shannon suggested.

“Okay, let’s go, Nick.” Drew headed to the back row, Nick in tow. Mackenzie led Kevin to the front, and AJ led to the middle seats.

“What are you looking at?” Mackenzie asked impatiently as Kevin kept glancing toward the back of the theatre.

“I’m just wondering if was a smart idea to let Nick and Drew go back there alone.” As Kevin answered, the lights dimmed, and the previews started.

“Well, there’s nothing you can do about it now. Come and enjoy the movie.” Mackenzie lifted his arm and put it around her shoulders.

“I like that plan.” He drew her closer to him.

Shannon and Brian sat in the middle of the row; Howie and AJ sat directly behind them. The previews were just beginning and the four of them took off their jackets. Shannon pulled out a travel-sized box of Kleenex. 

“Kleenex? You’re not going to get all sappy on us, are you?” AJ leaned forward.

“Nah, I brought them for you guys.” Shannon answered. AJ scoffed and Brian grinned. “Are you telling me that you won’t cry? At all?”

“Maybe. Now, shhh… It’s starting.” Brian indicated the screen.

Drew and Nick sat in the very back row, in the middle. Nick took her left hand in his right and leaned close.

“Why do you like to sit back here?” He asked. “It’s harder to see the screen.”

“Well, it’s a tradition. I only sit here when I’m not planning to watch much of the movie.” Drew answered coyly.

“Oh? And how often does that happen?” Nick looked slightly affronted.

“Actually, I was hoping that I could start that tradition right now. You know, whenever you take me to the movies.” Drew leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his lips.

“Ah. I suppose that could be arranged.” Nick said softly when the kiss ended. They both smiled, and kissed again. This time, Nick’s hands moved to her back, and began to roam, and Drew’s fingers became entwined in his hair.

The first part of the movie went by uneventfully for AJ, Howie, Shannon, and Brian (the same could not be said for the other four). The only disturbance came when AJ choked on his popcorn, after seeing the portrait of Rose naked. Shannon and Brian turned to see Howie pounding helpfully on AJ’s back. They chuckled and turned back to the screen.

Soon after, Shannon felt Brian take her hand. She glanced over at him. He smiled, and she returned it.

At the scene where you see a hand come up and smear the fogged-up car window, Howie let out a low whistle. Brian grinned, AJ laughed softly, and Shannon shot them all looks. That just made the boys laugh harder. Shannon rolled her eyes, and decided to ignore them.

Down in the front row, Kevin and Mackenzie were starting to get serious. Kevin’s hand was partway up her shirt and was kissing her. They broke the kiss, and looked up at the screen. In the movie, Jack and Rose were kissing on the deck as Titanic hit the iceberg.

They looked at each other, and Mackenzie asked. “Have you seen the movie before?”

“No, this is the first time.” Kevin answered.

“Maybe we should watch it then.” Mackenzie suggested.

“Nah, I’ve got other things I’d rather be doing.” Kevin pulled her to him again.

“And they lived, happily ever after, in the land of eternal youth…”

Two tears ran down Shannon’s cheeks as she listened to the mother tell a bedtime story to her children. Several tears followed the first two. She sniffed, and heard and answering sniff behind her. She turned to see both Howie and AJ furtively brush tears from their cheeks. With a small smile, she wordlessly held out the box of Kleenex. They each took a handful.

When she turned back, Brian raised his arm, put it around her shoulder, and pulled her toward him. She lay her head on his shoulder.

By the time the movie got to the point where Rose promises Jack that she will never let go, Brian was also crying openly. Shannon lifted her head and took another tissue. As she discreetly blew her nose, Howie’s arm reached past her to grab another couple of Kleenexes. Shannon glanced up and noticed a tear on Brian’s cheek. Shannon reached up and dabbed at it with a tissue. Brian smiled his thanks.

Celine Dion’s song, ‘My Heart Will Go On’ had half finished before Drew looked up and noticed that the movie had ended.

“We’d better meet up with the others.” She suggested.

Nick looked at her in protest, “We could just wait until they come and find us.” He grabbed her waist and pulled her closer to him. He looked into her eyes and grinned mischievously. His hand slid up her shirt and as his head moved closer to her lips Drew tenderly placed her hand on his cheek.

“Are you sure that’s a wise choice?”  

“True. Kevin might not be too happy to find us like this.” Nick agreed. Then moved her hand and pressed his lips to hers. She gave a cry of forfeit and kissed him back. After a moment she pushed him away and looked into his eyes.

“You know, Kevin will be here soon. We better stop before things go too far.” 

“Oh, I’m pretty sure that he’s got other things on his mind at the moment.” One glance at the front of the theatre confirmed his suspicions. He removed his hand from her shirt and hit her playfully for pushing him away then smiled, “But let’s go anyway.”

“Umm…” AJ paused. “If anyone hears about us crying like babies here…I’d have to create serious bodily harm.”

“Calm down, AJ. No one would think less of you just because you cried. In fact, I’m sure that Beth would be impressed. Girls think that sensitive guys are very attractive.” Shannon reassured him.

“Still…” AJ persisted, and the other two nodded in agreement.

“Fine, no one will hear it from me.” Shannon shrugged. “Let’s go find the others.” 

“Nick and Drew are heading down here, but Kevin and Mackenzie are still up front.” Brian answered.

“I’ll go get them.” Howie volunteered. He walked down to right behind the pair.

Kevin and Mackenzie were kissing when Mackenzie felt a piece of popcorn bounce off her nose. She broke away from Kevin and looked up to see a grinning Howie standing ever them holding a bag of leftover popcorn.

“I wondered when you two would come up for air,” He said with a smirk. Kevin turned a dark red.

“Get out of here, Howie!” Kevin growled.

“Touché!” Howie backed off a little. “The others are waiting up there for you.” Mackenzie and Kevin gathered their coats and followed Howie. They arrived up there still slightly pink.

“Let’s blow this popstand!” Shannon said when they were all there.

“Blow who?” Nick asked, and the boys laughed.

“It means let’s get out of here.” said Drew. “She says it all the time, so I actually had to learn what it meant.”

“Don’t you hate when you have to learn something?” AJ mocked Drew.

Chapter Fourteen

“Well, where to?” asked Brian when they had gotten back to the car.

“I’ve got to go back to the hotel to change, and so does Nick.” Drew said.

“Change for what?” Mackenzie asked.

“I made reservations for dinner at the Hotel Mac.” Nick answered.

“Okay, so that’s two stops, any others?” Brian looked around.

“Well, I think I’ll head back to the hotel too. I’ve got to call Beth,” AJ said.

“Mackenzie? Kevin?” asked Brian.

“Might as well go back to West Ed.” Kevin looked to Mackenzie for confirmation. “We could have a bite to eat at the hotel restaurant.”

“Sure, why not?” Mackenzie nodded.

“What about you guys?” Drew asked Shannon and Brian.

“Whatever. I’m easy,” Shannon said innocently. When everyone laughed and she blushed. “I didn’t mean it like that! Geez, get your minds out of the gutter.”

“I guess I’ve been elected driver by default, so I’ll play it by ear after dropping everyone off.” Brian said. “Okay, people! First stop, West Ed.” Everyone piled into the car and Brian drove off.

When they got to the Fantasyland Hotel, Drew went up to her room and the rest waited in the lobby. They talked about the movie, life in general, and AJ told them about Beth. 

Half an hour later, Nick looked at his watch. “Drew better hurry up, or we’ll be late. Our reservation is in 40 minutes, and I’ve still gotta change.” 

“I’ll go up and see if she’s almost ready.” Shannon offered.

“Thanks!” 

“Drew? Can I come in? It’s Shannon.” She knocked on the door. It opened and she walked into complete and utter chaos. “Are you alright? Whoa! Which hurricane hit here?”

“Hurricane Drew. I’m having a slight crisis here.” Drew laughed. “You wouldn’t, by any miracle, happen to have a pair of nylons on you? There’s a run in mine.”

“No, I don’t, sorry. Here, let me see them. Maybe we can do some damage control.” Shannon looked at the pair Drew held up. “Okay. I think that they’re beyond hope.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” Drew sighed and sat down on the bed. “So what do I do?”

Shannon pursed her lips in concentration. “I suppose it’s out of the question for you just to go without.” When Drew shook her head, she continued. “Okay then. I guess our only course of action is to buy you another pair. We’re in a mall full of stores. There has to be one that sells pantyhose!”

“Okay. Do you think you could buy a pair for me? Please?” Drew asked. 

“Sure. I’ll go stall Nick, and pick some up. Be right back.” She hurried out the door.

Mackenzie was sitting listening to ‘guy talk’ when she spotted Shannon enter the lobby. Shannon beckoned to her, so she disentangled herself from Kevin’s arm and hurried over.

“What’s up?” She asked.

“Small crisis. I’ve got to buy a pair of stockings for Drew. Can you stall Nick? Tell him 10 minutes, okay?”

“Sure.” Mackenzie turned back to the group.

“What was that all about?” Howie asked as Mackenzie sat down again.

“Oh, nothing. Shannon says that Drew’ll be ready in about 10 minutes.” Mackenzie answered.

“Where was Shannon going?” Brian asked.

“She just had to pick something up for Drew. No big deal.” Mackenzie answered evasively. The boys shrugged, and went back to talking about sports. A few minutes later, Shannon came running by with a plastic bag. She flashed Mackenzie a grin, and thumbs up.

“There you are. Perfect!” Shannon said as Drew stepped out of the bathroom. “Now, we better hurry. Your reservation is in half an hour, and I’ll bet that Nick is getting anxious.”

They got downstairs, and joined the group. Nick whistled when he saw Drew.

“Now I have to go make myself worthy,” Nick said

. “Let’s get out of here.”

They said goodbye to Mackenzie and Kevin, and piled into the car again. The drive downtown was uneventful. They got there with just enough time to drop AJ, Howie, and Nick off, wait while Nick quickly changed, and whisk Drew and Nick off to Hotel Mac.

“Whew! Well, our group has considerably dwindled. What do you want to do now?” Brian asked as they sat in the car in front of the hotel.

“I dunno. Since everyone else is going for dinner, wanna get a bite to eat?” Shannon suggested.

“Sounds good. Anyplace in particular?”

“Well, since I’m basically out of cash, how about somewhere cheap?”

“We could go to your place and I could cook you something.” Brian said.

“You can cook!? Regardless, my parents are probably already making dinner. But you’re welcome to join us if you don’t mind a little questioning.” Shannon answered.

“Questioning?” Brian frowned a little.

“Yeah, my parents are slightly psycho, so they’re bound to ask you questions about your life.”

“Oh, that kind of questioning. I can handle that. Lead the way!”

 “You’re sure you want to do this?” Shannon asked as Brian parked in front of her house.

“Yeah! I mean, how bad can your parents be?” He answered.

“Oh, you’d be surprised!” they got out of the car. “Even Drew is afraid of my parents. Actually, it’s mostly Mum, but ya know.”

“Well, we’ll see.” Brian held open the glass door for her. Shannon opened the front door and bent to keep Rover from running outside.

“Mum? Is it okay if Brian stays for supper?” She asked when Mrs. Thompson poked her head out from the kitchen.

“I suppose so. It’s just pot-stickers, but it would have been nice to have a bit more notice than this.”

“Sorry.” Shannon raised an eyebrow as if to say ‘I told you so’. Brian shrugged.

“It’ll be about 10 more minutes. Could you set the table?” Mrs. Thompson asked. Shannon headed out the kitchen to get the utensils.

“Can I help?” Brian asked.

“If you really want to.” Shannon said, and handed him a pile of place mats, and the salt and peppershakers. “Just put those on the table, please.”

“Which one?” Brian looked at the kitchen table and the many plants on it.

“The dining room one. Just follow me.” Shannon smiled.

Dinner was largely unremarkable, if you could call the grilling that Brian put up with unremarkable. When they had finished eating, and Rachel was whining about clearing the table, Shannon suggested going for a walk.

“Take the dog with you.” Her mother called.

“But it’s dark, and he’s hard to find in the dark.” Shannon protested. Her mum began to insist, but Mr. Thompson caught her eye, and she relented.

“Let’s get out of here, quick, before she finds something else for me to do.” Shannon whispered as she and Brian bent to put on their shoes. Brian chuckled.

“Where are we going?” He asked once they were outside.

“Let’s go down to the meadow. It’s really pretty down there at night. Besides, it’s not too cold out.” Shannon indicated for Brian to turn left towards the ravine.

“Okay. Is it the same meadow where Drew took Nick?”

“I think so. There are a couple she could have gone to, but the top one is her favorite.” The conversation lulled into silence. They walked quietly down the wooden stairs and into the ravine.

“Hey, is that the bench that you told us about after Drew and Nick got back from their walk?” Brian asked, pointing. When Shannon nodded, he suggested that they sit on it.

“I’d rather not, if that’s okay.” Shannon said.

“Sure.” They started walking again. “Any particular reason why not?” he asked softly.

“It’s just that Charles and I used to come down here and sit on that bench quite a bit. Those aren’t times I like to remember.”

“Was he your ex?” 

“Yeah. We went out last summer, and into the fall. He lives in Calgary, but I thought that we could make the long distance relationship work.” Shannon went on to explain to Brian about her relationship with Charles. He listened sympathetically. Halfway through her explanation, Shannon began to cry gently. Brian brushed her tears away in an echo of her gesture earlier that day.

“He was a jerk! I’d like to break his legs!” Brian said forcefully as he hugged Shannon.

She gave a small laugh. “That’s what all my friends said. I wouldn’t let them, though. We may think he deserves it, but he probably thought he was doing the right thing at the time.”

“You are too forgiving. It’s positively sickening.” Brian tried to lighten the mood.

“Gee, thanks!” Shannon grinned briefly. “But that’s the reason I’m so wary about relationships now. Long-distance, or otherwise.”

Chapter Fifteen

“This is really wonderful, Nick.” Drew looked around. “Thank you.”

“You deserve all the pampering that you can get.” Nick took her hand. “Though only if I’m the one to do it.”

“Well, you know. My other boyfriend, Leo, likes to shower me with gold and jewels, and take me to fancy places.” Drew answered. She laughed when it took a moment for Nick to realize that she was kidding. “You are so gullible, Nicholas Carter.”

“I’m just worried that I’m not good enough for you, so you have to go to other guys,” He said sheepishly.

“Oh, baby. As if you would ever need to worry about that!” Drew looked deep in his blue eyes. “You are all I’ll ever need.”

Nick leaned over and kissed her. They heard a throat clear and they broke apart, blushing.

“May I take your orders?” A stiff, disapproving, waiter stood in front of them. They placed their orders, and the waiter walked away. Nick and Drew looked at each other and giggled.

“Can we say… prude?” asked Drew.

“I think it’s standard issue attitude for employees here.” Nick agreed.

“No doubt.”

They ate, laughed, joked and then Nick ate some more. As he was finishing his second plate, the band started playing a slow song. Nick looked from the couples gathering on the dance floor to Drew and back again. Taking a sip of water, he wiped his mouth with a napkin.

“Would you like to dance?” He asked Drew.

“Sure.” Drew smiled sweetly, and took the hand he offered. Nick led her out into the middle of the dance floor. His arms went around her waist, and hers went up around his neck.

“I have to warn you, I’m all left feet when it comes to slow dancing.” Nick confessed. Drew eloquently raised her eyebrow at him. “No, really! I do fine when it comes to choreography, because I just have to follow the steps and the rhythm. With slow songs, there’s no real beat, and no steps for me to follow.”

“Well, it’s really quite simple.” Drew said. As she explained, she demonstrated. “There are two parts to dancing slowly. First, you press close to each other. Good. Next, sway gently side to side while rotating slowly.” Nick’s arms tightened around her waist as he began to sway. Drew smiled, lay her head on his chest, and closed her eyes.

Looking down, Nick saw a small, contented smile on Drew’s face. His heart swelled with joy. He still couldn’t believe the she was really his girlfriend. He hoped that he would always put that smile on her face, and the laugh in her voice.

Drew could feel Nick’s heart beating beneath her ear. It was strong, steady, and loud. It made her happy to be in Nick’s arms, and to know that he loved her as much as she loved him. At that moment in time, as she listened to the thump-thump of his heart, all was right in Drew’s world.

Mackenzie and Kevin were finishing their meal at the Fantasyland Hotel Restaurant. They had spent the evening talking and holding hands, and laughing.

“That was a great dinner.” said Kevin. “What do you feel like doing now?”

“I dunno. We could go up to my room and watch TV for a while.” Mackenzie shrugged.

“Sure. Let’s get the check from our waiter.” Kevin smiles at her.

They paid for dinner and went upstairs. The sat side by side on one of the beds and flipped channels. They didn’t like any of the shows that were on, so they finally settled on ‘Sleepless in Seattle’ which was playing on A-channel. Although Kevin groaned a little at having to watch a ‘chick flick’, he gave in to Mackenzie’s urgings.

Kevin leaned over and placed the remote control on the bedside table. When he leaned back, he patted the bed in front of him. Mackenzie understood, and sat between his legs. His arms wrapped around her and she leaned her head back on his chest. They sat like that for a while. Slowly, Kevin’s hands began to move. Then she felt him lean forward and kiss her ear. When his hands moved upward under her shirt, she broke away from him.

At his questioning look, she smiled. “As much as I was enjoying that and would love to continue, Drew will be back soon. Why don’t we go elsewhere?”

“Like where?” Kevin asked. When Mackenzie shrugged, he answered his own question. “Let’s go back to my hotel room.”

“If you want.” Mackenzie agreed, and they got their things and left.

The song ended and Drew and Nick broke apart reluctantly. “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Drew asked.

“Not with you as my partner.” Nick replied.

“That’s so sweet!” Drew squeezed his hand. “Let’s get out of here.” She suggested. Nick agreed, so they paid the bill and left.

“Where to?” Nick asked as they stepped outside.

“Well… let’s go to the hotel.” 

“Yours or mine?”

“Yours.” When Nick raised his eyebrow in surprise, Drew grew defensive. “It’s just that Mackie and Kevin are likely to be at mine, and I don’t feel like running into them at the moment.”

“Okay.” Nick agreed and held out his arm to her. “Your chariot awaits, madam.” He helped her into a waiting cab.

“You didn’t have to get a taxi.” Drew said as the car started. “We could have walked, it’s only a couple of blocks.”

“I know, but you don’t have a coat, and the night’s a little chilly.” Nick answered.

“You’re so thoughtful, thank you.”

They arrived at the hotel and went up to Nick’s room. As they passed AJ and Howie’s door, they heard Howie make a comment about how AJ shouldn’t be speaking that way to a lady, and AJ laugh.

“He’s talking to Beth.” Nick said with a grin. “I’ll bet that he wishes that Howie wasn’t in the room.”

Sure enough, a second later, the door was opened and Howie came out with an “Alright already! I’m going.” Nick and Drew laughed as a pillow came sailing out after him. Drew picked it up, threw it back, and waved at AJ through the open door.

“Getting in trouble again, were you Howie?” she asked.

“I didn’t say nuthin’!” Howie protested.

From inside the room, AJ called “Whatever Howie! Now get that big mouth of yours out of here.”

“Oh, go back to getting mushy with Beth.” Howie shut the door. “Well, I’m going to down to the bar for a while. You guys wanna come?”

“No thanks. Besides, I’M NOT 18!” Drew answered.

“Didn’t we have this conversation already?” Nick asked.

“Yeah. Howie just can’t remember that us girls aren’t old enough yet.” Drew rolled her eyes. “See ya later, Howie.” They turned toward Nick’s room. Nick unlocked the door and waved Drew in first. Once they were inside, he shut the door with one hand, and grabbed Drew’s wrist with the other. He pulled her to him, and kissed her,

“What was that for?” Drew asked as the kiss ended.

“For just being you.” He answered with a shrug. “And because I felt like it.”

Drew laughed. “I knew there had to be an angle!” The pair walked farther into the room. Drew sat on the bed, and Nick stood awkwardly in the middle of the room. They looked at each other for a long moment before Nick walked forward and sat beside her. He pulled Drew into his arms and ran his fingers through her curly, dark brown hair. She smiled, leaned forward and pressed a tender kiss to his lips.

“You don’t have to be afraid. I don’t bite you know.” Drew whispered.

“I know. It’s just that… Well… I just wanted this to be a really special evening for us.” Nick looked in her eyes and she saw something she had never really seen before.

“Oh honey. It was. I’ve never had a more romantic evening. But darling, it’s not over yet.” Drew took his hand in hers and kissed it. “Let me love you.”

“You never need to ask.” Nick loosened his hand from Drew's grip and brought it to her arms. As he lowered her slowly onto her back, he trailed kisses along her neck. “You are so beautiful.” Was his whisper as his lips claimed hers.

After a little while, Drew pulled back a bit. Somehow, her shirt had ended up across the room along with Nick’s. When Nick opened his mouth to protest her pulling away, she silenced him with “Wait a moment.” She reached down to her purse, which was partly under the bed, and pulled out a small foil packet. She moved back into Nick’s waiting arms. Nick looked questioningly into her eyes but his look was met with a seductive smile. He smiled back and pulled her to him. 

Chapter Sixteen

“What time is it?” Kevin asked.

“About 11:30 p.m.” Mackenzie answered. “Why?”

“I was just wondering if Nick should have been back yet. I’d better go see if he got in alright.” 

“Okay, I’ll wait here.” Mackenzie smiled. Kevin opened the door and walked next door. He knocked. When there was no answer, he tried the doorknob. It turned. I guess Nick forgot to lock his door. Typical! Kevin thought as he opened the door quietly. What he saw inside made him choke. “Nick! What the fuck?”

Nick and Drew were on the bed, under the covers, but their clothes were strewn about the room. Their first reaction was to blush. Then Drew caught on the appropriateness of Kevin’s comment. She began to giggle. Both Kevin and Nick looked at her as if she’d gone insane. Drew propped herself up on one elbow and whispered in Nick’s ear. He laughed aloud.

“You got it exactly right, Kev.” he said. At first, Kevin didn’t catch on, but when he did, his face turned bright red. That made Drew and Nick laugh harder. Kevin tried to get them to stop laughing by being serious and getting mad, but it just compounded the problem.

“How could you be so stupid as to bring her back to your hotel room, Nick?” Kevin glowered at them once they had stopped laughing. As Nick was about to answer, Mackenzie poked her head around the door.

“Is everything alright? I could hear Kevin yelling from next door,” she asked innocently. Then she spotted Nick in bed with Drew. “Oh!”

“Next door?” Drew asked.

“Kevin!” Nick exclaimed.

Kevin shrugged sheepishly. “That’s different.”

“Oh, really?” Drew was unconvinced.

“Would somebody please tell me what’s going on?” Mackenzie had been looking back and forth between them in confusion. Kevin proceeded to explain how he had found Drew and Nick together in bed. He conveniently omitted the part where he sounded hypocritical, but Drew jumped in and filled it in. Mackenzie laughed and blushed.

“I want you two to get dressed, now. Then Drew is going to go back to her hotel.” Kevin said.

“I’ll take her back.” Nick offered.

“Oh, no you won’t!” Kevin answered forcefully. “We’ll wait until Brian gets back, and he’ll drive her back.”

Shannon and Brian walked back from the meadow, talking about this, and that. When they got back to her house, they decided that she didn’t want to go inside just then.

“Besides, Nick and Kevin are probably still out with Mackenzie and Drew. They won’t be expecting me or wanting me around for a while.” Brian commented.

Shannon laughed. “No doubt. Well, where do you want to go?”

“I dunno. What is there to do around here?”

“Not bloody much. Drew and I either go the meadow, or the swings whenever she’s here.”

“Hmm. Seeing as how we’ve already seen the meadow, let’s go to the swings.” Brian suggested. Shannon agreed, and they started toward the park. They arrived and sat on the swings. Shannon began to rock gently back and forth. Brian stood up and walked behind her. Puzzled, she looked over her shoulder at him. He smiled and gave her a small push. Each following push was harder until Shannon was quite high. She laughed aloud.

“Okay, that’s high enough!” she called down. Brian stopped pushing and sat down on another swing. Soon he was swinging as high as Shannon was.

“When you were little,” Shannon began when she noticed that she and Brian were swinging in unison, “Did you and your friends ever play that swinging game, or was it just a Canadian thing?”

“Which game do you mean?” Brian asked.

“You know, the one where if two people were swinging in unison, they were going steady? And it was always hilarious when two guys or two girls were caught at it.” she explained.

“Oh, yeah. I remember something like that. Except I think we called it double dating, or some such thing.” Brian agreed. “Why did you ask?”

“Um, just remembering.” Brian shot her a disbelieving look. “No, really! Every time I come to this place, I have really freaky de-ja-vues from when I went to school here.”

“Ah, I see. Are they happy memories?” 

“Most of them are.” Shannon went on to give an example, and the two of them swapped stories from when they were younger.

Kevin and Mackenzie left Nick’s hotel room to go back to Kevin’s. Kevin was still fuming.

“I can’t believe he brought her back to his room!” He muttered under his breath. “How could he be that stupid?”

“Um, I only caught part of that, but didn’t we already have that discussion?” Mackenzie asked.

“Yeah.”

“And didn’t we come to the general conclusion that you were being only slightly hypocritical?”

“Uh, yeah.” Kevin looked uncomfortable. “But with me it’s different.”

“I heard that the first time, and I still disagree. Okay, so it’s a little different.” Kevin looked pleased, but Mackenzie held up her hand. “Nick’s 18 and you’re 26, so you should know better.” 

Kevin closed the door and turned to Mackenzie. “Are you saying that you don’t want to be here?” 

“Oh, no. That is not what I am saying.” Mackenzie insisted. After a few moments, she asked, “So am I going back with Brian and Drew?”

“No. You’re not going anywhere.” Kevin forcefully replied.

“Really!?” Mackenzie raised her eyebrows suggestively and smiled. “Okay.”

“So what now?” Drew asked Nick after Mackenzie and Kevin had left.

“Well, I suggest that we get dressed, but there’s no real hurry.” Nick said as he pulled her to him again. 

“Why are you so sure we don’t have to rush?”

“Well, think about it.” Nick said as he kissed her neck. “Brian’s out with Shannon. He’s going to think that no one is back here and he doesn’t like spending a lot of time alone, so he’ll stay longer with her.”

“Oh, okay. That makes sense.” Drew agreed as she moved her hand down his arm.

It was a few minutes before they actually got out of the bed to put on their clothes. They got dressed slowly, watching each other.

“You know, it’s like a reverse strip show.” Nick commented.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Drew retorted. “It’s right up there with reverse Strip Poker!” she rolled her eyes.

“Oh, shut up.” Nick threw a pillow at her. She ducked and it bounced harmlessly off the door. Drew picked it up, walked over to where Nick was, and started beating on him playfully. In defense, Nick began to tickle her. He knew that no matter what, he could always win by tickling her. Sure enough, she shrieked and dropped the pillow.

“No fair!” she protested. As soon as Nick stopped, she backed away quickly. Nick laughed. “Don’t laugh at me! You know I hate it when you tickle me. It’s totally unfair play.”

“Oh, well.” Nick shrugged and Drew shot him a dirty look as they resumed dressing.

“We’d better be getting back.” Brian said reluctantly and jumped off his swing.

“Okay.” Shannon waited until her swing had slowed nearly to a stop before getting off. Brian laughed at her cautiousness. 

“Don’t you laugh at me, Brian Thomas Littrell!” Shannon warned. The comment just made him laugh harder. She shoved him gently.

“Whoa!” Brian’s arms flailed as he was put off balance. To keep himself from falling, he grabbed on to Shannon’s arm. Unfortunately, her balance wasn’t any better than his was. They both fell; Brian on the sand, and Shannon partly on the damp grass on partly on the curb.

“Bloody hell!” Shannon cursed. “Now my butt’s wet! Thanks!”

“You’re quite welcome.” Brian answered wryly. “But did it occur to you that this is your fault?”

“What!?”

“If you hadn’t pushed me…”

“If you hadn’t grabbed my arm…” They continued to bicker as they got up and brushed each other off. Finally, they conceded that they were equally to blame, and headed back to Shannon’s house.

When they got there, Shannon walked with Brian to his car.

“Thanks for dinner and the walk.” Brian said.

“No prob. It was fun. Thank you for coming.” Shannon replied.

“Well, I’d better go and see what havoc has been wreaked in my absence.” Brian said with a wry smile. They hugged and Brian got into the rental car. Shannon waved as he drove off, then went into the house.

Brian knew something was up when he walked into the hotel room that he shared with Kevin and found Mackenzie and Kevin sitting on one side of the room, and Nick and Drew on the other.

“Okay, what happened?” He asked, leaned against the wall and crossed his arms.

“They…”

“He…” Both Drew and Kevin started at the same time. They glanced at each other and fell silent. Mackenzie spoke up, and told Brian the story. When she came to the part where Kevin reprimanded Nick for bringing Drew to the hotel, Brian was hard pressed to keep a straight face. Mackenzie got to the point where Kevin volunteered Brian’s chauffeur services, and he chuckled.

“Alright. I’ll drive the girls home.” He agreed. “Let’s go.”

The first part of the drive was silent, except for the occasional chuckle from Brian. 

Finally, Drew couldn’t stand the silence any more. “So where did you and Shannon go? You were gone for a while.”

“We had dinner with her family, then…”

“You ate dinner with her mother? My god! And you’re still sane?” Drew interrupted. “It’s a miracle!”

“What’s wrong with Shannon’s mom?” Mackenzie asked from the back seat.

“Well, she’s somewhat odd, I guess.” Brian admitted.

“To quote Shannon, her mother is a ‘psycho bitch’.” Drew explained.

“She actually says that!? That’s not nice.” Brian was surprised.

“She says it fondly, though. And it’s not at all an exaggeration.” Drew said. “She actually gets grounded for not walking the dog!”

“Ohhkay.” Mackenzie seemed confused. “That’s just overreacting a little, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, well…that’s Shannon’s mom!” Drew shrugged, and turned to Brian. “Sorry, I interrupted you. Finish what you were saying.”

“Then we went to the meadow, talked about Charles, and then went to the swings.” Brian finished.

“Ah, the infamous Charles. She didn’t get violent while talking about that asshole, did she?”

“Nah, just slightly depressed.”

“I see… Anyway,” Mackenzie said. “What time is your flight tomorrow?” she asked Brian.

“I think that it’s one-ish. I’m not sure. Whenever it is, we’ll pick you up about 11 or 11:30 in the morning.” Brian answered as he pulled up to the Fantasyland Hotel.

“Okay, does Shannon know?” Mackenzie asked.

“Yeah, I’ll see you then.” Brian waved and pulled away.

Chapter Seventeen

Shannon was just feeding Hobbes his breakfast the next morning, when the doorbell rang. She opened it to find Howie standing there.

“Oh. Hi!” Shannon looked at her watch. “Shit! I had no idea what time it was! I’ll just get my coat and leave a note.”

Howie laughed as she scurried off. When she was ready, they headed out to the car, where everyone was waiting.

“Gee! Took you long enough.” Drew griped as Shannon opened the door. Shannon rolled her eyes and got in.

The half-hour drive out to the airport was intermittently noisy and quiet. It was noisy when they all relived the five days that they had spent together. Then they became quiet when they realized that in just a little while they would have to say goodbye.

“I think the best part was the look on the girls’ faces when we first showed up.” AJ said with a grin.

“No, no! The best part was seeing Drew on the ice. Again, and again…” Howie laughed.

“Truce guys!” Shannon said as Drew reached over to whack him.

“What about Shannon’s mini-golf shot that nearly hit those other golfers?” Nick suggested.

“Yeah. That was classic!” Brian agreed, and the four who had been there laughed.

“Or how about when AJ was knocked off his feet in the water park by that big wave?” Mackenzie said. “Too bad we didn’t have a camera to catch his expression! It was too funny.”

All too soon, they arrived at the airport. They all piled out and unloaded the luggage. Then AJ offered to return the rental car and meet them inside. The guys checked their luggage and got directions about which gate to go to.

They had just been sitting in the lounge for a few minutes when AJ came up. “We’ve got 45 minutes to say goodbye.” 

“Okay, well, um… We’ll see you guys a bit later.” Nick said as he and Drew got up and moved to an isolated area.

“Yeah, us too.” said Kevin as he and Mackenzie went in the opposite direction.

“Gee, I’m so glad that they decided to go be mushy in private!” Shannon smiled ruefully. “There’s nothing wrong with mushy, per se… it’s just that seeing them at it was not what I had planned for this morning.”

The three guys laughed, and nodded on agreement. Brian caught Howie’s eye. Howie understood, and nudged AJ’s arm.

“Come on, Bone. Let’s check out the magazine rack.” AJ was unconvinced. “Besides, I’ve got to call home. You can call Beth.”

“Fine. Let’s go.” AJ got up and followed Howie.

“What was the big hurry to get out of there?” AJ asked Howie. “We both know you didn’t have a sudden rush of homesickness.”

“I was getting the distinct impression that Brian wanted to be alone with Shannon for a while.” 

“Oh, okay. Let’s go get Mickey Dee’s, I’m hungry.”

Nick and Drew sat together in a quiet part of the airport lounge. They were on the floor; Drew circled in Nick arms.

“I don’t want to go.” Nick said softly.

“I don’t want you to.” Drew replied in kind.

“So why am I going?”

“Because you have to.”

“But I don’t want to.”

“You have to.”

“You don’t want me to, and I don’t. So why do I have to?” Nick’s voice took on a petulant tone.

“Because you have an obligation to the other guys in the group. Now stop whining, there are better things we could be doing.” Drew turned around so that she was facing Nick.

“Really? Like what?” Nick feigned innocence and naïveté. 

“Oh, I don’t know. We could…” Drew paused for effect. “Play monopoly!” her sarcasm was evident.

“Yeah, we could do that. Or…” Nick didn’t finish his sentence, and leaned forward towards Drew. He raised his eyebrows questioningly. Drew smiled and met him halfway to kiss him. He kissed her back, then broke away. “You do realize that we’re in public, right?” 

“Does it look like I care all that much?” Drew said scornfully. Nick shrugged and Drew kissed him again, and again. Her arms went around his neck and she threaded her fingers through his hair. His hand went around her waist and inside the back of her shirt.

“I’m going to miss you so much.” Kevin looked down at Mackenzie and took her hands.

“I’ll miss you, too” She replied softly. Kevin smiled and enfolded her in his arms. She laid her head on his chest and hugged him fiercely.

They sat down in the empty seats that were nearby. The two of them had two rows to themselves. The only person who was near was an old man snoring three rows over. Kevin leaned down and kissed Mackenzie softly.

“I had so much fun this week,” Mackenzie said when they broke apart. “Thank you.”

“I’m glad that you did, but it’s me who should be thanking you. Just seeing you for a while is all I need.” Kevin replied, and reached up to brush a curl away from Mackenzie’s cheek. “Or almost all.”

Mackenzie smiled and squeezed his hand. Then she leaned forward to kiss him once again.

“Is Howie close to his family?” Shannon asked.

“Huh? Oh, yeah.” Brian was startled out of his reverie.

“What’s the matter?” Shannon asked, concerned.

“Oh, I was just thinking that I really hate to leave.” Brian answered slowly.

“Yeah, I hate to see you guys go, too.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. We had a lot of fun these past five days. I’ll cherish these memories for the rest of my life. Especially the one of you guys showing up on my birthday. That was really special. Whose idea was it?” Shannon asked.

“Mine.” Brian said quietly. “But Nick chose the song.”

“Yours? That’s so sweet. Thank you so much.” Shannon leaned over and hugged him. He held her close. When they let go, he took her hand.

“Shannon, may I ask you something?” When she nodded, he continued. “I was wondering if… maybe you’d… will you go out with me?” He finished in a rush.

Shannon’s heart swelled, and her eyes misted. “Oh, Brian. You know how I feel about long distance relationships. And this one would be longer than most.” It hurt Shannon to have to say that.

“I know that you’ve had bad luck with long distance relationships before, with Charles, but they don’t all have to turn out like that. We could make this one work.” Brian said earnestly. “Look at Nick and Drew. Or Kevin and Mackenzie.”

“My head hears what you’re saying loud and clear, but my heart is still hurt and wary from the last time.” Shannon said apologetically. 

“I’m so sorry that your ex-boyfriend was such a jerk and an idiot for letting you get away. But honey, he’s nothing like me. I wouldn’t hurt you for anything in the world.” Brian leaned forward and took both of her hands in his.

“Oh, Brian.” Shannon leaned her forehead on his shoulder. “That’s is the most beautiful and amazing thing that anyone has ever said to me.”

Brian let go of her hands, and put his arm around her shoulder. “Would you consider a trial period?” He asked softly.

“Even a little while is enough for my heart to get hurt again.” Shannon said.

“Look at me.” Brian tilted up her chin and looked into her eyes. “I said that I would never hurt you. And I meant it with everything that I am. Trust me?”

Shannon nodded silently. Brian leaned forward, touched his lips to hers gently at first, and then once encouraged, a little harder. Shannon brought her arms around his neck and pulled him closer to her. A moment later, when they parted, they smiled at each other and Brian pulled Shannon to him for a hug, as if to seal his promise.

“I think it’s almost time to catch your flight.” Mackenzie said, checking her watch.

“You’re probably right. Let’s go back to the others.” Kevin reluctantly agreed. They stood up and walked toward where they had left AJ, Howie, Shannon and Brian. As they approached, they saw Brian pull Shannon towards him.

“I’m guessing that they need just a few minutes more.” Kevin said, and steered Mackenzie in the direction that Drew and Nick had gone. “Let’s go get the other two and then come back.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

When they stumbled upon Drew and Nick, they found him with his hand up her shirt, and hers in a similar but opposite direction.

Kevin cleared his throat. “What’s wrong with this picture?” he said conversationally to Mackenzie.

“Is that a trick question?” She answered mildly. Nick and Drew looked up, blushing.

“Enjoying yourselves?” Kevin’s voice was heavy with sarcasm.

“What did it look like?” Drew retorted.

“Let’s go. We have to leave soon. I’ll talk to you about this later.” Kevin said to Nick.

“Yeah, yeah. I know.” Nick muttered under his breath. “You always do.” The pair got up and straightened their clothing.

Chapter Eighteen

“Well, well, well. What do we have here?” AJ said as he nudged Howie’s arm. Howie took his gaze off of the stewardess he was eyeing, and looked at what AJ was pointing to. Shannon was pulling away from Brian, and he reached up to brush her cheek.

“We turn our backs for a minute, and look what happens! You just can’t leave them alone for a minute!” Howie chuckled.

“Youth today!” AJ said in the voice of and old man, shaking his head.

Everybody arrived at about the same time and all commented about the time.

“Well…” Mackenzie started.

“Yeah. Thanks for coming guys.” Drew said.

“It was a blast!” Shannon agreed.

“Well, thanks for putting up with us.” Nick responded.

“Oh, yeah. It was just such a hassle, wasn’t it, girls?” Shannon rolled her eyes. The other girls agreed laughingly.

Just as the guys were about to retort, a speaker on the intercom interrupted to announce the flight to Florida.

“That’s our cue,” said Kevin. Everyone agreed and began to hug goodbye. 

The last person Drew hugged was Nick. “I love you.” he whispered in her ear, and kissed her.

“I’ll call you tonight.” Kevin whispered to Mackenzie as they hugged and he kissed the tip of her nose.

Brian and Shannon hugged each other last. “Trust me.” was all he said as he kissed her softly and tenderly.

Last call was announced over the intercom and the boys gathered their carry-on bags. They headed toward the gate as the girls waved goodbye. Just as Nick was about to go through the door, he turned and ran back. 

Drew gave him a puzzled look. Nick bent down and kissed her fiercely, and Drew responded. When they broke apart reluctantly, it was because of Kevin calling from the door. Nick pressed a wad of money into Drew’s hand. “Money for the cab ride home.” He bent down and pressed another quick kiss to her lips, then ran to catch the flight.

The four guys walked onto the plane quietly and stowed their gear. Just as the flight attendants were about to shut the plane door, Nick dashed through, breathless. The guys looked up from their seats and shook their heads at him. 

Howie and AJ were seated in one row, and the other three sat together in another. The rest of the seats on the plane were relatively empty. Kevin kept silent until the plane had taken off. Then he turned to Nick with a furious look on his face.

“What exactly did you think you were doing back there?” 

“When?” Nick asked cautiously.

“When Mackie and I found you and Drew.” Kevin qualified.

“Uh, saying goodbye to my girlfriend?”

“Guys, don’t ruin a great week.” Brian interrupted, as Kevin was about to lash into Nick.

“Fine. But we will discuss this eventually.” Kevin promised Nick.

Satisfied that he had forestalled the clash of wills for the time being, Brian leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. Nick shot Kevin a smug look, and picked up a magazine. Kevin glared back and turned to look out the window.

“Gee, he’s taking over my role as peacemaker.” Howie said, amused. Brian and AJ chucked, and even Kevin and Nick cracked a smile.

After watching the plane that the boys were on take off, Drew, Shannon, and Mackenzie went to catch a cab outside the terminal.

“So…” Drew looked expectantly at Shannon.

“What?” Shannon answered.

“What was that all about?”

“What was what?” Shannon asked innocently as a taxi pulled up and the girls climbed in.

“The kiss and the comment that Bri made about trust.” Drew continued after Mackenzie had told the driver their destination.

“Would you believe he told me to trust him about passing math this year and it was a good-luck kiss?” Shannon looked at Drew hopefully.

Mackenzie and Drew looked at each other, turned back to Shannon, and gave her identical looks. “Not bloody likely!”

“Hmm.” Shannon shrugged. “It was worth a try!”

“No, no. You’re not understanding me.” Drew said. “You’re not getting off that easily. Talk! Now!” she wagged her finger under Shannon’s nose.

“What do you want to know?” Shannon continued to stall.

“Hello!? I’m earth, have we met? Everything!!” Mackenzie and Shannon laughed at the expression on Drew’s face as she spoke.

“Well, would everything include the fact that he convinced me to go out with him?”

“What!” Drew shrieked. When the driver looked over his shoulder reproachfully, she muttered an apology and turned back to Shannon. “When did that happen?” 

“I’m guessing while you were elsewhere in the airport, saying ‘goodbye’.” Mackenzie said dryly.

“That’s so good!” Shannon grinned at her.

“Shut up! I’m serious.” Drew retorted.

“Well, after you and Nick left, and then Mackenzie and Kevin went too. It was just Bri, AJ, Howie, and I left sitting there…”

“Don’t tell me that he asked you in front of those two dolts!” Mackenzie interrupted.

“No, he didn’t. Howie said that he had to call home, and that AJ should check out the magazine racks with him, so they left.” Shannon continued with her story. “He was so cute! He kept hesitating, and using fractured phrases. Then he just came out and asked, all in a rush.”

“Yeah, sounds like him.” Drew and Mackenzie agreed.

“The reason he was telling me to trust him when we said goodbye, was because I told him about how I felt about long distance relationships. I told him I was really wary because of my experience with Charles, and that I wasn’t sure about jumping into another one right away.”

“And what did he say about that?” Drew asked, impatiently.

“That he knew that Charles had hurt me, but that he wasn’t anything like Brian. Plus he said that he would never do anything to hurt me. That was the trust part.” Shannon finished.

“Wow.” Mackenzie said.

“He actually said that Charles was nothing like him?” Drew asked. “You do realize that he totally ripped that off one of their songs, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do. But that doesn’t make it any less meaningful. Just because he’s not original...” Shannon answered.

“Don’t bust her bubble, Drew.” Mackenzie admonished.

“Sorry.” Drew almost looked contrite.

“Well, anyway. What about you guys? When you four got back, Kev wasn’t looking all that pleased.” Shannon changed the subject.

“Oh, that. It’s just that him and Mackie interrupted Nick and I as we were saying goodbye.” Drew said, dismissing that subject.

“So that’s what they’re calling it now.” said Mackenzie laughingly.

“Let me guess, you two were in a somewhat compromising position?” Shannon looked to Mackenzie for confirmation. Mackenzie was nodding. Drew stuck out her tongue.

“Well, at least it wasn’t as bad as last night.” Mackenzie said to Drew, “I can’t believe that you would do that. Do you think at all?”

“Mackenzie Dawn, you’re sounding a lot like Kevin.” Drew said in a low voice.

“And you’re point is? On this subject, he’s right. You two should have thought it through. It was a stupid move!”

Before Drew could answer, Shannon held up her hands. “Could someone please tell me what’s going on? What happened last night? And why are you calling Mackie by her full name, Drew?” Mackenzie began to explain what she and Kevin had walked in on the night before. As Shannon listened, her eyes grew wider and wider until she turned to Drew. “Drew Faith McClaren!”

Chapter Nineteen

The plane taxied to a stop in Dublin, Ireland. The boys got off, and were driven to their hotel. By this time, Kevin had calmed down was in a much better humor, and was ready to talk to Nick reasonably. So when they had gotten settled in their rooms, he knocked on Nick’s door. 

“Come in,” Nick called. He was sitting on his bed, flipping channels on the TV. He looked up, saw Kevin walk in, and groaned. “Great. You’re here to nag me, aren’t you.”

“Well, I prefer to call it constructive criticism.”

Nick snorted. “Whatever!” He flipped off the TV and turned to face Kevin. “Well, you might as well get it over with.”

“There are two parts to this lecture, because I’m a bit behind. They’re both centred around ‘ARE YOU NUTS???’”

“What?” Nick was clearly confused.

“Well. Number one, last night. Were you thinking at all? Do you know what could have happened? There are several possibilities. ‘A’, you could have gotten Drew pregnant. Do you know what that would do to your career? ‘B’, what if someone else had walked in on you? Although it’s not technically a crime here, both her mom and yours can press charges. She’s under 18, you’re over. Do you catch my drift here?” Kevin paused for breath. He looked at Nick, who was looking slightly sheepish. “No to mention all other complications that could come out of this!

“Number two. Today in the airport, Nick. You could have been recognized! We haven’t gone public with the fact that you now have a serious girlfriend. That could really hurt our sales! Wake up Nicholas! You’re taking too many unnecessary risks. Do me a favour and at least think about the consequences of what you’re doing before you do it, okay?”

“Listen, Kev. I know you think that you know what’s best. But it’s my life. I’ll do whatever I want, whenever I want, with whomever I want.” Nick’s voice had raised and he started to storm out of his hotel room. “Wait a minute. This is my room. You get out!” He held the door for Kevin, who glared and stalked out of the room. “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

“Drew Faith McClaren!” Shannon repeated. “Are you out of your mind!?”

“What, you too?” Drew sighed.

“Yeah, me too. Did you and Nick not think about the consequences? What if you get pregnant?”

“No, no. You don’t understand. I had that part covered.” Drew answered.

“Oh really.” Shannon raised her eyebrows.

“You know,” Mackenzie said softly. “That could be taken in so many ways.” Her comment cut through the tension in the cab, and the girls giggled.

“But seriously, Drew. If you get pregnant, it could totally ruin both your life and Nick’s career.” Shannon resumed her lecture.

“Fine, so I was wrong. It won’t happen again. Could we drop it?” Drew became petulant.

“Yeah, I suppose.” Tanna agreed.

“You’re not going to sulk on us, are you?” Mackenzie asked.

“Nah.” Drew answered with a smile. “Now, what are we doing for the rest of the day?” the subject was successfully changed.

“Kev just called a meeting, come on.” AJ poked his head around the doorframe to speak to Howie.

“Why?” Howie stood up and started to the door.

“Dunno. But we’ll find out soon.” AJ answered and turned toward Kevin’s room.

Soon, they were all assembled in the hotel room. Donna was sitting in the desk chair, and everyone else was on either the bed or the floor. Howie, AJ, and Brian seem puzzled, Kevin was upset, and Nick wore an expression of apprehension.

“So what’s the meeting about, Kev?” AJ asked.

Kevin looked at Donna, who nodded, and started to explain. “We have to talk, as a group, about how Nick’s relationship with Drew is progressing.”

“What do you mean?” Howie asked.

“I really don’t think that it is anyone’s business but mine, Kevin.” Nick interrupted.

“I mean,” Kevin continued, overriding Nick’s objection. “That I think that their relationship could affect the group. Nick is putting too much energy into it, and not focusing on the group.”

“Come again? I don’t follow.” AJ cocked his head to one side, questioningly.

“Nick, tell them what happened last night.” Kevin looked at Nick.”

“I really don’t think that they need to know.” Nick squirmed beneath the combined looks of Donna and the rest of the Backstreet Boys.

“I do.” Donna said mildly. Nick sighed and told them how Kevin had found Drew and himself in bed together. Donna looked shocked, and Howie and AJ were amuse, but disapproving.

“Kev’s right, Nick. That really wasn’t the brightest move you’ve ever made.” Brian said apologetically. Donna nodded and explained, with basically the same words that Kevin had used, how that one move could have ruined his whole career.

When she finished, Nick was feeling sheepish about having blown up at Kevin. “Okay, I realize now that maybe I should have thought it through before hand. And Kev, I’m sorry for yelling at you earlier. I just thought that you were off on one of your self-righteous kicks. But now I see that this really is a concern that all of you have. I’m sorry, and it won’t happen again.”

“Well, I think he gets the point.” Donna said, brooking no argument. “Are there any other matters of business to discuss?” When everyone shook their heads, she adjourned the meeting, and they all scattered to their respective rooms.

Drew was in her room, organizing her teddy bear collection when her phone rang. She jumped up, and threw herself across her bed to answer it. In response to her jump, the boards under the bed shifted, and one corner of the bed fell to the floor. Giggling, she picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hi honey,” Nick’s voice came through the line. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing. The corner of my bed just collapsed, that’s all.”

“And what exactly were you doing on it that made it collapse?”

“Not what you think!” she laughed. “I jumped on it when I ran to answer your call.”

“Oh, good. Anyway, there was a reason I called, besides an excuse to hear your voice.” He changed the subject smoothly.

“What’s that?”

“I’m calling about this summer. I’ve got the details for you.”

“And I’ve got permission to go!” Drew interrupted.

“Alright! That was basically the whole point of this convo.” Nick laughed. “I really can’t wait ‘till you come out here. I want you to meet my family and see where we hang out.”

“I can’t wait either, honey.” Drew answered.

“Well, I’ve hot to go now, we’ve got rehearsal. I’ll call you later tonight.” Nick concluded.

“Bye love!” Drew said and hung up. She sat there for a while thinking. Then a huge grin split her face and she picked up the phone again. 

“Hi, Shannon? Guess what?”

End of Part One

Wondering what happens that summer? Don’t forget to check out Part Two. 
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