Dreaming of Nick  by Camisha

(Author’s Note: So, what to do when I’m sitting around my two-room cement house without any actual work to do, without a television to entertain me, wishing Estee and Harmony had already written Episode 10? Listen to the BBC on my short-wave radio? No, just not the same. Write-up my quarterly report? Hell no. Work on my own fanfic? Nah. Channel my longing for the return of Nick Mann into a little Jake & Bella POV piece? Sure, why not? Never written a New Beginnings fic before—could be interesting… Feel free to let me know if you think so: camisha_r@yahoo.com)

Jake

Tried to call Mom today, but once again, nothing but voice mail. Left a message, trying not to sound like I really cared if she called back or not. Trying to feel like I don’t really care if she calls back or not, but am not fooling myself. Thought about calling Greg and asking him to get Mom to call me. It would probably work, but I can’t stand the thought that someone else has to, like, make my own mother care about her daughter.

Still can’t help thinking about what Bella said about her father grounding her. He said that he was worried about her when he found out that she’d driven to NY alone. He said that he cared too much about her to let the whole thing slide. Makes sense to me. Sounds nice. Like, I know my mom’s all into my independence and not interfering with me figuring things out on my own, but I wish she could be a little more into monitoring and guidance—even if it meant grounding me once and a while.

Bella

So I drove to New York by myself. So what? Jake’s mom let’s her drive up there on her own—and on a motorcycle no less. I bet that’s an incredible feeling of freedom—just you and the bike on the open highway, the wind and the landscape rushing past. Total control and total freedom.

Screw Hamilton and his lecture on how sneaking out would make me lose control. Of course I still want dad’s trust, and I never want to make him worry, but it’s not about him, it’s about me. Ham is such a hypocrite, anyway. As if he never breaks rules or lies to his parents. He obviously doesn’t give a damn about his father’s trust because he is so going to lose that trust whenever the Dean eventually finds out about Jake. 

But he’s got something more important than his father’s trust to care about and protect: his relationship with Jake. She totally changed his life and he knows it. I bet if he tried looking back on his own life two years ago, before he met Jake, he’d know exactly how I feel: bored, uninspired and desperate for change.

Jake

I wonder if Hamilton gets it, if he has any idea what it’s like to be me. I mean, he’s so incredibly understanding and supportive that it’s scary. (Actually, what’s really scary is how much I’ve come to depend on that, on his being so close to perfect, on his always being there when I need him. Sometimes I’m terrified that he’ll let me down. Terrified because I’ve finally totally let my guard down with someone. Does he have any idea how vulnerable I am to him now? Maybe…) So, he’s understanding, but I wonder if he can really even imagine what it’s like to be me, to have my “family.” 

I mean, at least he has something that the outside world might actually recognize as a “family”—a group of related people, a coherent whole. Sure, they’re in therapy, but at least they’re there together—mother, father and son.

His mother and my mother are like total opposites. His mother’s major fault is that she’s too involved. Like she’s not quite ready to let him grow up. And I know it drives Hamilton crazy, but there’s security in that, too. As hard as he may try to push her away sometimes, it’s like he knows that she’ll always still be there, waiting, whenever he needs her.

And in a completely different way, his father is the same. He’s there, you know, predictable, dependable. I think Hamilton thinks his father only cares about what he does in terms of how it reflects on the school, but I don’t think that’s it at all. I think his father really cares about what Hamilton does because he loves his son, but the only way he can figure out to express that is through the school and rules and stuff.

But you take my “father,” for example. Now there’s someone who only cares about an image, about his image. And it’s not even like he’s trying to mold me to fit into that image—maybe I could deal with that. It’s like my very existence totally ruins the image, so he just wants me to disappear.

Bella

Sometimes I feel like I’m trapped by my own image. Like everyone relates to me based on these expectations they all have about who I am. But it never occurs to them that, just maybe, they’ve all got it wrong.

People come to me for advice. People who totally shouldn’t be coming to me for advice, for things that they totally shouldn’t be coming to me about. Ex-boyfriends coming to me because they have problems with the girls they really love. Like: “Hey, Bella, you’re such great friend. I totally thought you were like, The One, but it kinda turns out that Jill/Gwen is The One… Sorry… But, anyway, as you may remember from our past relationship, I can be kind of an idiot sometimes and now I’ve sort of screwed things up, so do you think you could help me work things out with the real love of my life? Thanks, you’re such a great friend.”

And then, before you know it, I’m holding Jill’s hair back while she pukes her guts out at a townie party and Gwen’s even stopping by the station for advice. And, the thing is, I don’t really mind helping them out because they are my friends (except that Jill hates me) and I do want them to be happy. It’s just… what about me?

I guess that’s what you get, though, for having so many ex-boyfriends. And it’s not even like I’m boy-crazy like Grace. Each time I meet one of these guys, it seems like this big, romantic, perfect thing—I’m totally drawn in. First, there was Scout and it was all “love-at-first-sight”. We weren’t supposed to have anything in common, but it’s like we totally clicked. He was so sincere and intense, even after we found out we “couldn’t” be together. It was like this whole romantic Greek tragedy, complete with incest.

Then there was Sean. And he was such a welcome change from all the Scout drama. Simple, uncomplicated, just there for you before you even realize you need him. He showed up that night after the Cotillion offering comfort, support and unconditional affection and even though I knew it was way too soon—even though I probably knew in the back of my mind that I was going to hurt him—I couldn’t resist believing that somehow he might make it all work out. 

And you know, he just kept putting my feelings before his own. He broke up with me—even though he didn’t want to—so that I could deal with the whole Scout-isn’t-my-brother thing. He totally let me and Will off the hook when we start dating and continued to be both of our friends…. Only now he hates me because he thinks I’m self-centered and I’ve ignored him. 

And maybe it is that a little, but I also don’t want to do to him what Will and Scout do to me. I don’t want to sit around bitching to him about my pathetic love-life when I know that he used to want to be a part of that. So if we can’t be as close as we used to be because I won’t talk to him about certain things, maybe it’s better that way.

Then there was Will—over-achieving, over-extended, always-well-intentioned-but-intensely-selfish Will. I think I thought he would be like this perfect combination of what had been good about both Scout and Sean. He was romantic like Scout used to seem, only in this artistic, poetic kind of way. And he was a stable, caring friend like Sean had been, only by this time, there was no Scout issue to get in the way. 

So I ignored the fact of my failed relationships with both of his best friends, and went for it. I fell head over heals and hardly even thought twice about giving him my virginity. God, that sounds so stupid and old-fashioned. The “gift” of my virginity. It’s sexist bullshit. But the real gift was the trust, you know, blindly following someone somewhere you’ve never been before because you’re sure he’d never lead you astray. Only he didn’t trust me, or us, in return. He broke my heart.

But what did I do? Did I scream at him? Did I vow to hate him for the rest of our lives? No, I forgave him immediately. I put up with him basically ignoring me all summer, and helped him out by fixing his car while I was at it. Then, as my final devious act of revenge, I used a song about how he broke my heart to help him get together with the new love of his life. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned? Not exactly.

So now I’m Bella: Good daughter, great friend. Pretty, hardworking, dependable. Maybe some fun to hang out with, but essentially boring.

Jake

So my father has basically paid me to disappear from his life. Well, actually, that’s not true. I’m “welcome to see him anytime” if I just “call Linda and make an appointment.” I’m just not supposed to ever tell anyone that I’m his daughter. Well, he can save his money, because I have no intention of claiming that man as my father. I’m truly better off without one. 

And he needn’t worry about me stopping by again, because I honestly have better things do with my life than hang around watching him negotiate with his agent, network with producers and plan for his next big trip or his next big show, all the while hoping he’ll toss me a scrap of affection. If I want to be devalued and ignored, my mother’s already got that under control. And besides, Frank Mann already has one attention-starved child.

Frank Mann has a child… which means that I have a half-brother. Nicholas. All my life I’ve been an only child, a lonely only child, and now I have a half-brother. When I was little, with no one around but Consuela, I used to wonder what it would be like to have a sibling to play video games with. When I was old enough to realize how angry I was at my mother for never making time for me, I used to wish I had a sibling around to complain to, someone who would know exactly what I was talking about.

The thing is, it seems like Nicholas (or Nicky, or is it Nick?) may actually know. In the couple of minutes I saw him interact with his (our) father, I saw so many familiar expressions cross his face. And he was so nice to me—the only person there who seemed to see me and honestly want to get to know me. I wonder if he knew that his father was about to write a check to keep me out of their lives….

Bella

I’ve only met one person lately who actually seemed to see me and honestly want to get to know me… and I’ll probably never see him again… except maybe in my daydreams. In fact, as hard as I’ve tried to convince myself to just forget about Nick, every time my mind wanders, it wanders back him.

I should make me sad to think about him, and it does. But it also makes me happy to remember the night we met because it felt so good to be excited about and actually interested in talking to someone again. The nervous butterflies, the flirtation, the joy of discovery. He said the lamest, most obnoxious, most embarrassing things, but somehow it ended up being all cute and charming. It’s like, you knew he wasn’t just some kind of pick-up artist because he was, like, so bad at it. He was so not smooth that when he actually said something really sweet, you definitely knew he meant it. 

(Plus, he wasn’t censoring himself very well since he was slowly getting wasted. Normally, I’d hate that, but he was actually the most pleasant drunk person I’ve ever spent an evening with.)

You know, I think I made him nervous, which is extremely flattering. He made me nervous, too, but I know I did a better job of covering it up. Of course, it was easier for me to hide my nervousness because, for me, the whole trip was part of an act. I had been all made-up by Grace; I was passing for twenty-one; I was supposed to be a Boston University student; and I actually sung on a real stage with a real band in front of a real audience. It totally like I was someone else…. 

Except that it was more truly me than I’ve been in a long time. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but it was like—because I was totally removed from my real life and no one knew me and there were no consequences—I felt more free to be whoever I wanted to be. It’s like change was actually possible once I was no longer trapped by expectations. What’s crazy is that he was basically saying the same thing about himself—how he felt like he couldn’t find his own life there in New York because everything he did there seemed to be based on who he knew. 

If he thinks it’s hard to find freedom in New York, he should try New Rawley. Or maybe we should just run off to Alaska together….

Jake

It’s funny, but it never occurred to me that I might have a half-sibling out there somewhere. I never thought of the man who fathered me as someone who could potentially be living as a real father somewhere. I always assumed he was just this one-night stand my mother had had, and that that was probably the kind of guy he was—just having a series of flings or insignificant relationships. I didn’t even consider the possibility that he might have “settled down” and had a family after his fling with my mother, let alone the idea that he might have already had a family while they were involved.

But apparently he did. He had a wife and a little boy. A little boy who is now in his early twenties (I would guess), whose parents divorced fairly recently, and who just found out that his father has a second, illegitimate child. (Illegitimate—it’s a strange, kind-of-outdated word, but somehow it’s exactly how Frank Mann managed to make me feel.) Anyway, I’m surprised Nicholas doesn’t resent me or something. I’m like this living, breathing symbol of his father’s infidelity. Then again, I don’t know what kind of relationship he had with his mother or how he even felt about his parents’ marriage….

Sometimes I think I want to know. Sometimes I think I want to know everything about his childhood, so that we could somehow achieve some kind of retroactive sibling bonding. Like we could somehow fuse our unhappy childhoods together and suddenly have been there for each other whenever we were lonely and needed someone.

But, obviously, that’s impossible. What’s more realistic is that we could become friends as the people we are now, motivated by the fact that we are biologically family, even if we never lived as siblings. At least we’d know where to go for a potential organ or bone marrow donor, right? Seriously, though, there’s a part of me that desperately wants to see him again… and a part of me that desperately doesn’t.

Bella

There’s a part of me that desperately wants to just say, “Screw being grounded!” and to hop in the car and head for New York to see him again. And then there’s a part of me that never wants to see him again. A practical, self-protective part, that wants to save the hopeless romantic in me from seeing the whole fantasy crushed. 

Because, I mean really, what would happen exactly if I showed up at his doorstep? I could be “Bella from Boston.” We could go out on date. He could stay sober enough to kiss me goodnight. We could linger over the kiss and he could invite me in. I could accept and one thing might start to lead to another. After all, we’re both consenting adul—  Oh, wait, not exactly… Then I could introduce him to “Bella from New Rawley.” Or, I could introduce “Bella from New Rawley” first thing as I stood on his doorstep. In the end, it wouldn’t really matter. Either way, it wouldn’t be a pleasant surprise.

It’s like we had this oddly perfect one evening together when we both got to escape our lives for a few hours—so why ruin the memory by bringing in reality? Because reality is that, for him, I’m jailbait. And any long-term relationship between use would have so many issues, right from the start. 

And, in the end, he probably wouldn’t turn out to be my real dream guy anyway…

