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			We Don’t Wanna Wait

			Running from 1999–2003, Dawson’s Creek was the flagship show of The WB and the first show created for millennials.

			Dawson’s Creek centered around the titular star—a white man with a lot of privilege—who proved to be anything but our hero.

			Our heroes were:

			The girl with no parents who against all odds is trying to climb up the socioeconomic ladder; 

			The girl who was sexually abused when she was very young, who has absentee parents and is trying to find herself and make a chosen family and survive through her childhood trauma;

			The queer kid with a dad who shuns him and his identity;

			The girl struggling with her mental illness;

			The guy who everyone thinks is a fucking loser—even his family—and who was sexually assaulted by his high school teacher.

			As we move further away from the original airing of the show, the character of Dawson has not aged well, and with each subsequent rewatch fans fall more and more in love with the sidekicks—what an allegory for the slow dismantling of the patriarchy in our society. 
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			Okay Dawson’s Creek fans, we know why you’re here—

		

	
		
			Season Three

			an essay by Erin Hensley
(and, let’s be honest, with the help of Julia Callahan)

			From the start of the series, the show seemed to hammer into us how much we should root for Dawson and Joey because they’re soul mates with an unbreakable bond. Then something happened, fans call it “season three.” This is when Joey “feels alive” and, well, pretty much all of us felt it, too. In season three, the writers upended the traditional series-long “will they-won’t they” love stories and asked the viewers to hear them out—what if Joey’s true love was a different boy than her soul mate. What if her other childhood friend, a friend who knew her just as well but actually understood her was the man she was destined to love?
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			What is “true love”?

			In 1999, when season three started, I didn’t know anything about love. I was a junior in a suburban Orange County, California, high school with next to no experience with romantic love, but a deep love for WB shows. Then I felt it. I felt the love and connection I would dream about into my adulthood, when the greatest ship ever built set sail—the ship True Love. The ship that is Pacey and Joey.

			In season one, we are given our first glimpse at their connection, when the fans were still rooting for Dawson to finally realize his love for his best friend Joey and I was too naive to realize that Joey had another childhood best friend that might understand, support, and believe in her in a way that Dawson would never be able to. Pacey believed in her and was always rooting for her and her dream—to get out of Capeside.

			Joey: 	Look around you, Pacey. I mean, look at what my life is. I mean, I’m a boarder in my sister’s house. I share my bedroom with the living room and my social life consists of a part-time job. As far as I can tell, there are only two ways to make my life better. The one that doesn’t involve waking up and discovering it’s all been a dream involves a college scholarship. And when I apply, I better have the grades that don’t give them a choice because a scholarship is pretty much my only way out of Capeside. And if I don’t get out of here, Pacey, well, it would be a sadder story than I care to imagine. Okay?

			Pacey: 	You don’t have to worry, Jo. You’re gonna make it out of here. You’re gonna go to some great school and send me postcards back here, where I’ll be tending bar or pumping gas. 

			Joey: 	Come on, Pacey. You’ll get out, too. 

			Pacey: 	Well, yeah, if the circus is hiring. I’ll tell you what, though, 
I wouldn’t bet against that Potter girl.

			(“Double Date,” Season 1, Episode 10)

			After spending all of season two watching the endless will they-won’t they with Dawson and Joey, I began to fall in love with Pacey. His season-long love story arc with Andie, which ends with her entering a mental health facility (for more on Andie’s mental health, see page 51), was the kind of relationship my teen dreams were made of (ugh, the car scene [see page 90]). Watching these two love stories unfold side by side in season two, there’s no doubt who I was rooting for—our underdog, Pacey Witter. 

			⁓

			We start season three with Dawson and Joey completely at odds and with Pacey and Andie broken up. After a grueling breakup and a summer apart, Dawson needs space from Joey, so he asks Pacey to look out for her (don’t get us started on how problematic this notion is, or do and see pages 114 and 118). As Pacey and Joey sit on Joey’s dock, the place where so many iconic scenes take place, Pacey is there for her and knows her and lets her just feel. And for the first time I thought, “Wait a minute, whose shoulder should Joey be crying on? Is there a difference between soul mates and true love?”

			Joey: 	How would you know what I need? 

			Pacey: 	Yeah, you know you’re probably right. How could I possibly know how hard it is to let somebody go, right? The pain of knowing that even though the two of you are right for each other, that doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re right for each other right now. What would I know about that, right? How could I possibly know that sometimes it just makes you want to scream, hit somebody, sit out at the end of a dock and cry?

			(“Like A Virgin,” Season 3, Episode 1)
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			As we watch Dawson pull away from his friendship with Joey, we get the most meta storyline in TV history’s most meta show—the building of a physical ship called True Love as the show builds a romantic relationship between Joey and Pacey. For teenagers like me, even the over-the-top boat metaphors weren’t too much when it came to this ship. I ate that shit up. 

			While Pacey has moments of getting consent before this season (see page 90), his growing affection for Joey really hammers it home. As a California girl, I don’t necessarily have a handle on maritime laws, but it is pretty much universally known that one must ask for permission to board a ship. As a teenager this had me shook when talking about the ship True Love. You mean boarding someone’s heart would require consent? Wow. Just wow. Consent. Consent could be sexy? Was this the patriarchy being dismantled? 

			Joey: 	Permission to come aboard? 

			Pacey: 	Permission granted.

			(“Home Movies,” Season 3, Episode 4)

			As we slowly start to see Pacey fall in love with Joey, we worry it may be unrequited and that was a lot for my teenage mind. It’s hard to take risks as a girl growing up in the patriarchy, we can’t fail, we can’t make mistakes, especially someone from a poor family like Joey’s. So Pacey takes the risk.

			Joey: 	No, because I’m sixteen, and in my entire life there have been two people who’ve actually known me, Pacey. Dawson and— 

			Pacey: 	This A.J. guy didn’t know you. All right, I don’t care how you felt about him, Jo, he didn’t know you, cause if he did, he never would have walked away. 

			Joey: 	I was going to say you, Pacey. 

			Pacey: 	[He pulls the car over] Okay. 

			Joey: 	Have you totally lost it? 

			Pacey: 	Not totally. Yet.

			Pacey: 	All right, what did you mean by that? 

			Joey: 	About what? 

			Pacey: 	About me knowing you better than anybody else. 

			Joey: 	Exactly what I said, Pacey. You know me, okay? In a way that nobody else besides Dawson ever has. 

			Pacey: 	I’m not talking about Dawson right now. We’re talking about me. I mean, you can’t keep on doing this to me, Potter. 

			Joey: 	Doing what? What so I count on you and I tell you secrets and— 

			Pacey: 	And you call me in the middle of the night to pick you up. Why? 

			Joey: 	I’m sorry that I called. I thought that I— 

			Pacey: 	I’m not mad that you called me, I just want to know why you called me. 

			Joey: 	You were the first person that I thought of, Pacey. 

			Pacey: 	And what does that mean, Jo? 

			Joey: 	It means that—I guess it—it means that I can talk to you, and that you’re there for me. 

			Pacey: 	Don’t you ever get tired of talking? 

			Joey: 	No. I don’t get tired.

			Pacey: 	Well, I get tired of talking. 

			Joey: 	I don’t— 

			Pacey: 	I don’t want to talk anymore. 

			Joey: 	What are you trying to say? Why are we standing—

			[Pacey kisses Joey]

			(“Cinderella Story,” Season 3, Episode 17) 

			I remember the first time I saw this scene and my heart exploded. Pacey takes a big risk in kissing her, he’s challenging Joey to bet on herself. To contemplate following her heart and take a road she hadn’t considered. 

			(Joey, girl, remember that wild fortune-teller you visit in season two? 

			Madame: You’ll come to a fork in the road. You’ll have to choose which path to take.

			Joey: 	Well, how will I know which to choose?

			Madame: You will be safe as long as you follow your heart.

			(“Psychic Friends,” Season 2, Episode 17)

			He’s presenting the fork in the road and asking you to choose love.)

			Because this is Dawson’s Creek, nothing is without drama. Dawson and Joey have a history, but Dawson and Pacey have a history, too. What does this shift in romance mean for this threesome of childhood friends? Confronting your heart at any age is difficult, but right when Joey’s facing the reality of a possible relationship with Pacey, he showed me why he was always the right choice.

			Pacey: 	Okay. She’s so beautiful, that every time you look at her your knees tremble, your heart just melts, and you know right then and there, without any reservations, that there is order and meaning to the universe.

			(“Cinderella Story,” Season 3, Episode 17)

			And my heart melted. I heard how Pacey saw Joey in his own words, and there was no doubt. This was true love.

			When it seemed like Joey might feel the same way as Pacey, IT HAPPENED… 

			Joey: 	Look I felt it. 

			Pacey: 	What? 

			Joey: 	This morning. Your arm brushed up against me in bed, and—and I felt it. 

			Pacey: 	How did it feel? 

			Joey: 	Made me feel alive. 

			Pacey: 	Okay. Joey, I’m going to kiss you now.

			Joey: 	You can’t. 

			Pacey: 	Jo, you can’t say something like that to me and expect me not to kiss you, so that’s exactly what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna kiss you in about ten seconds. And if you don’t want me to kiss you—well, if you don’t want me to, I guess then you’re just gonna have to stop me. Ten.

			(“Stolen Kisses,” Season 3, Episode 19)
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			SHE FELT IT. Oh dear God, I felt it. Alive. Alive with true love. Well, alive with modern love, with a relationship built on consent. My teenage years had a constant refrain from dudes when told they should seek consent—it kills the mood. I mean, I could see where they were coming from, they hadn’t experienced Pacey Witter. 

			The most intense lady boner I ever had was when Pacey said he was going to kiss Joey and she should stop him if she didn’t want him to kiss her. While this wasn’t exactly a portrayal of enthusiastic, affirmative consent, it left a mark on the sexual beast that was being awakened within me as I watched Dawson’s Creek every week. I can still remember how much lust and desire I felt at that moment, when he gave her the space to say no. When he welcomed her to participate in the next steps of their relationship. When he acknowledged her body and her sexual desires mattered. She should have a say in the growth of their relationship. He wanted to know if she wanted him, and actually cared about the answer. Her desire turned him on. Asking to kiss someone was so sexy and so empowering, I was never the same after that. When you cream your pants at a young age about a lovable sidekick hilariously named Pacey, you are never the same. 

			Unfortunately, Aunt Gwen (Modern Family’s Julie Bowen!!) catches them, and we’re reminded that Dawson might not be stoked to find his two best friends kissing. It’s not until later in the episode that Joey and Pacey talk about what is happening between them.

			Joey: 	Pacey, I don’t have any answers right now, okay? Can’t you understand that? 

			Pacey: 	The only reason that you don’t have answers is because you’ve been too scared to ask yourself the right questions. 

			Joey: 	What are you talking about? 

			Pacey: 	Look, I know how I feel. You know how I feel. That much is obvious by now. But during this whole process, we’ve managed to miss the point, because the point is not how I feel. It’s how you feel. So how do you feel? 

			Joey: 	Awful. That’s how I feel, Pacey. I feel awful. 

			Pacey: 	So do I. When I was kissing you tonight, I don’t think that I’ve ever felt better and worse at one time in my entire life. I mean, the very idea that Dawson or Andie would find out about us is killing me. It—it is tearing me up on the inside to have these feelings for you, but I can’t get rid of them. I just—I can’t keep on kissing you, Jo. 

			Joey: 	What do you mean? 

			Pacey: 	I mean just that. I can’t keep on kissing you. All right? I’ve done it twice now. I can’t be the one that’s always initiating this. I can’t be the one who’s always giving you the answers. Look at me, Joey. 

			Joey: 	I can’t. 

			Pacey: 	Please. If you felt even one shred of what I feel for you, then we wouldn’t be standing here having this conversation. 

			Joey: 	Pacey.

			(“Stolen Kisses,” Season 3, Episode 19)

			And then Joey grabs Pacey’s hand and KISSES HIM. Oh, fuck, teenage me had to calm my hormones down, this is happening, Pacey and Joey. Joey and Pacey. True love.

			Okay, Dawson’s Creek is never that easy. While we sat on our couches screaming at Dawson that Joey and Pacey were meant to be, Dawson did not take it well. The aftermath of his finding out left me wondering if Joey and Pacey would be able to see where their love could go. 

			For Joey, she would be risking losing her relationship with Dawson and potentially Mitch and Gail, whom she thinks of as surrogate parents, and Dawson’s house, which feels more like home than her own. Giving all that up is too great a risk. 
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			Similarly, Pacey considers the Leery family a safe space and a second home, and he knows his friendship with Dawson might not recover from this (see page 105). Ultimately, Joey’s aversion to risk wins out and she decides to end the budding relationship. I’m not crying, you’re crying.

			And then prom happens, which on this show is an anti-prom because Jack is met with bigotry when he tries to bring a boy (see pages 79 and 80 for more on that). Prom, a quintessential high school event where shit goes down in the movies, and does it ever go down in Capeside. 

			Pacey: 	How come this feels so right? 

			Joey: 	I think it was those dance lessons. 

			Pacey: 	Where did you get those? They’re not you. 

			Joey: 	Why, because I’m just a poor tomboy, or ’cause Dawson gave them to me? 

			Pacey: 	Neither. You see this? This is you. It’s not showy or gaudy. Just simple. Elegant. Beautiful. 

			Joey: 	It’s my mom’s bracelet. 

			Pacey: 	I know. 

			Joey: 	How do you know? 

			Pacey: 	Well, because you told me. Six months ago. You were wearing that, uh, blue sweater with the snowflakes that you have. We were walking down the hallways at school. I was annoying you as per usual. You said, “Look, Pacey. I just found my mother’s bracelet this morning, so why don’t you cut me some slack?” 

			Joey: 	You remember that? 

			Pacey: 	I remember everything.

			(“The Anti-Prom,” Season 3, Episode 22)

			Did we name the book after this scene? Yes, yes, we did. You see, Pacey didn’t just say he remembered everything, he whispers it in Joey’s ear, and to this day watching this scene gives me chills. It’s like he’s whispering it to me. I can feel his breath on my neck and his hands on my waist. In one sentence, Pacey reminds Joey of their long history and challenges her to think about what she wants her future to look like. 

			After laying it all on the line, it becomes too much for Pacey to imagine his life without Joey, so he decides to sail True Love to Key West, Florida, for the summer (yes, we have questions about this plan too, just go with it). Joey has spent considerable time thinking about her life without Dawson, but she hasn’t yet thought about her life without Pacey. What would a summer without Pacey mean to her? 

			With that, Pacey shows Joey her life is in her hands. Having been a teenage girl, I know that it’s hard to think your life is your own, that I would get to choose how I would want to live my life, choose who I wanted to be, even how I wanted to dress, how I could own my sexuality, how I could carry myself. Even within Dawson’s Creek, a show geared toward teenage girls, how these issues are portrayed within the show was a reminder of how teenage girls are scrutinized within our society. (Ugh, the way this show treated Jen. See pages 110, 111, 112, 113, 142.) Pacey teaches Joey the decision is hers, she can have whatever life she chooses.

			Empowered with that agency, she decides to choose love. She decides to take a risk and sail away on the (relation)ship True Love.

			Joey: 	I want to talk to you. 

			Pacey: 	No, no. A bit late for this now. I’m leaving. You can’t stop me, so don’t even try. 

			Joey: 	No. That’s not why I’m here. 

			Pacey: 	So, why are you here? You wanna say goodbye again? Maybe you wanted to rub it in a little bit, huh? 

			Joey: 	Look, I don’t want to stop you, Pacey, and I don’t want to stop Dawson, and I don’t want to be stopped, not by either of you, not by anyone, see? I mean, that’s what this whole year has been about. We’ve been trying to stop each other from moving on and from growing up, but—but not you. I mean, you’re different, and you’ve challenged me every step of the way and you’ve been there every step of the way. 

			Pacey: 	Jo, departure time is in T-minus thirty seconds, so if there’s a point, I suggest you get to it. 

			Joey: 	I think I’m in love with you. 

			Pacey: 	You think, or you know? 

			Joey: 	I know. I’ve known it since the moment you kissed me and maybe even before that. And—scary as it is, I don’t want to deny it anymore, Pacey. I don’t want to run from it, and I don’t want to let it run from me. 

			Pacey: 	So, what are we gonna do here, Jo? 

			Joey: 	I wanna come with you. 

			Pacey: 	What? You crazy? 

			Joey: 	Mm-mmm. I wanna stop standing still. I wanna move forward. I wanna come with you.

			Pacey: 	What about Bessie and the B&B? They need you. 

			Joey: 	Not as much as I need you, Pacey. 

			Swoon, the girl finally gets equality when it comes to romance. And then a reinforcement of consent:

			Joey: 	Permission to come aboard? 

			Pacey: 	Permission granted. You can swim, can’t you? 

			Joey: 	Of course. I’m just kinda worried about the next change of clothes. 

			Pacey: 	That’s nothing to worry about. We’re gonna hit the next port in a few days. 

			Joey: 	Few days? 

			Pacey: 	Yeah! Or a few days after that.

			(“True Love,” Season 3, Episode 23)

			Yes, it’s wild that two seventeen-year-olds sail off into the sunset. Every fan knows that, but this is a meta show, and sailing away on True Love works. For two characters that dream of being able to get out of Capeside, it’s their love that finally frees them. Their knowledge that if one falls, the other will catch them, gives space to take the risk and ultimately accomplish their dreams by leaving. Moving forward. Admitting they control their own lives. They have so much living to do.

			The foundation of respect and understanding is the foundation of modern love.

			Pacey and Joey 5eva.
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