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Sneakers squeaked on the gym floor as the boys of Southwest Christian 
High School’s basketball team rushed to secure the rebound and beat 
their opponents to the other end of the court. The homecoming crowd 
cheered, Nick Van Heest a part of it. Josh Larkin sat in the row in front 
of him.

The refs called a timeout, sending the attention of Nick’s friends 
to the girls at the bottom of the bleachers. There was some guy gossip; 
then the comments grew snarky. Somebody made a dirty joke.

“Don’t say that!” Josh yelled, turning heads.
“At the time, I was kind of embarrassed that he yelled so 

loudly and everyone around heard,” Nick said. “Thinking about it in  
hindsight, it’s something to be commended that he objected so strongly 
about that kind of comment. . . . I should have been as strongly,  
vehemently against that kind of thing.”

Nick and Josh went to high school together. Nick was the  
homeschooled kid adjusting to the social and classroom scenes of high 
school, and Josh was the kid who was friends with everyone.

“He was, I guess, cool enough to hang out with the cool people, 
but he also enjoyed spending time and being friends with the nerdy 
people—or with everyone, basically. He was different from other 
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“You can stay friends without spending that much time 
together. You can pick up where you leave off.”
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people who just stick with one (group),” Nick said.
Nick either hung out with the “cool” kids, who experimented with 

cigarettes and alcohol, or he hung out with the cleaner-cut kids Josh 
was close to. Josh was the only person Nick hung out with one-on-one.

“Especially in a group, making conversation, it was hard for me 
to say something and have other people not just talk over me. With 
Josh . . . he would pay attention to you and would always be good at 
listening to you.”

Nick wasn’t best friends with Josh, but they were close and had 
things in common: They were both older brothers; they both liked  
soccer and running; they both ended up majoring in writing. Spiritually, 
though, they were on different planes.

“I went to church, but I wouldn’t really say I was a Christian,” 
Nick said. “I just went with the flow, kind of wishy-washy.”

Nick’s friends identified themselves as Christians; his parents 
did, too, so he followed suit.

“I went through the motions for most of high school. And I feel 
like Josh helped bring me out of that.”

Whenever Nick got involved in something at church or started 
reading a Christian book, Josh encouraged him. Josh asked Nick how 
he was doing spiritually, something no one else did.

When the time came to choose a college, Nick’s parents encouraged 
him to go to Taylor. Josh said they could be roommates. Nick’s mom 
was all for it.

“They saw Josh as a good influence on me. . . . My mom really 
liked it when I hung out with Josh.”

The summer before Taylor, Nick started spending more time 
with Josh and his close friends.

“I realized I enjoyed hanging out with (them) more because I felt 
like they valued me more as a person.”

That August, Nick and Josh moved onto Sammy II and embarked 
on their Taylor adventure. In the first few weeks of school, both of 
them went to the emergency room.
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Nick blacked out in the bathroom—he thinks from low blood 
sugar—and woke up seconds later with his head gushing blood. Josh 
rode with him in the ambulance.

“At the hospital, the doctor was going to staple the back of my 
head,” Nick said.

But the doctor wouldn’t give him anesthetic.
“That freaked me out.”
Josh helped Nick relax, told him it’d be okay, he’d be okay.
A couple weeks later, when Josh fell off his longboard and broke 

his collarbone, Nick was the companion of comfort.
After the second incident, the duo welcomed the nickname 

“Danger Zone,” which they enforced by doing bizarre, adventurous 
things they would never have dared in high school. Things like climbing 
buildings the night before spring break, when campus was quieter 
than a ghost town.

“Not that we talked about anything that deep on the buildings, 
but it was kind of a cool, friend thing to do,” Nick said, smiling as he 
declined to name which buildings they climbed.

They had deep talks, though, often in groups, and usually the 
talks left Nick challenged.

“I felt like Josh did a good job of explaining things,” Nick said. 
“I felt like I needed to know how to do that if I was going to have  
conversations about faith.”

It was hard for Nick to open up and express himself, and he didn’t 
know where he stood on a lot of issues.

“Josh would encourage me to think about those things.”
Nick was also encouraged to rethink his approach to classes by 

seeing how seriously Josh took the classes everyone else mocked: After 
taking COS 104, Josh got rid of music he’d pirated; during Fitness for 
Life, which the two had together, Josh started training for marathons.

“At the start of that class, we had to run a mile and a half. . . . I had 
always been in better shape than him, always been more athletic, and 
I beat him by a lot. Then he got really passionate and started running 
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every day and by the end of class beat me by a lot.”
Over the summer, they went for a run together. Nick stopped 

after finishing the six-mile loop. Josh ran it twice more.
“He took that kind of passion to another level,” Nick said.
Seeing Josh’s passion and his devotion to his faith drove Nick to 

pursue clarity in his beliefs and purpose with his major.
After freshman year, Nick and Josh decided to try something 

new rooming-wise, and Nick moved upstairs to the Brotherhood. 
After that, they didn’t hang out as much. At least, not at Taylor. Over 
the summer, they spent more time together.

“There’s such a difference between a friendship from high school, 
where maybe it doesn’t change as much, versus you just became friends 
. . . a few months ago,” Nick said. “Not that we had a shallow friendship, 
but we’d been friends for so long you just take it for granted.”

Nick’s friendship with Josh was never one he had to work at. 
They had home in common, and they had Taylor in common, so in 
conversation, nothing was off-limits. They could meet up after not  
seeing each other for several weeks or months and pick up right where 
they had left off.

The summer before junior year, Nick interned with Desiring 
God, a web ministry of John Piper, and Josh spent several weeks hiking 
and ministering in Alaska. Before Josh left, Nick helped him shop for 
the last of what he needed and pack everything up, tent and all.

There were a couple of phone calls over the summer, one when 
Nick was at a baseball game with other Taylor students, but no full 
updates or hour-long conversations.

When Josh came back, he had plenty of stories: about losing 
his wallet—“which,” Nick said, “he lost everything”—crashing a car,  
hiking, talking to homeless people, meeting a girl. But before he told 
all of his stories, Josh asked Nick about his internship.

“He thought it was awesome, the stuff I was doing there,” Nick 
said, describing the research, writing, and editing he did for the blog. 
“It seemed to make him happy that I (was) growing and passionate 
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about my faith, reading books about my faith.”
As a benefit of his internship, Nick was given books like Crazy 

Love, which he read and soaked up. Josh saw a change in Nick, and 
Nick felt it. He cared about his internship, had a passion for the work 
he did there.

“I felt like I was making more of a difference than if I’d just 
been working at a local newspaper,” Nick said. “I felt like I was doing  
something more important by helping out with the blog.”

He would never have said those words in high school, but now 
he knew where he stood, what he believed. Nick held to his faith with 
conviction.

“I’m at the point where most days—not that I don’t think about 
him, but (his death) doesn’t make a big impact on me or stick out to 
me. But then, every once in a while, it’ll hit me and I’ll feel really sad. 
Or I’ll look down at this—” Nick pulled his sleeve up to reveal the  
fraying bandana bracelet strung twice around his wrist. “—almost like 
I couldn’t believe that happened, or he’s gone.”

Nick and Josh were always able to pick up where they left off in 
their friendship, no matter how long they hadn’t seen each other. Right 
now, they’re in the “left off.” Someday, they’ll pick up again.
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