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      I sat watching the steam rise and curl off my cup of coffee, until it disappeared into nothing. I concentrated on nothing else as it bobbed and weaved its way through the air, hoping it would take my mind off of Eric.

      Eric was my best friend. We have pretty much been inseparable since we were kids. It’s always been just the two of us, for as long as I could remember. He’s always been the one I’d run to first with any news that I might have had. Good or bad. He was always the one I wanted to spend all my time with.

      He’s gone from helping to fix my skinned knees to helping mend my broken heart.

      At first everything was normal. My feelings towards Eric were merely those of friendship, contentment, comfort. But as we got older they developed into something deeper. And it wasn’t long before I realized I was in love with him.

      But I could never do anything about it. Eric had never shown any interest in me romantically, at least not that I could see. And he was popular, always the center of attention, loved by everyone and always surrounded by people, especially women.

      I didn’t stand a chance.

      Besides, he always seemed to be in a relationship. I swear, it was like the man was allergic to being single. So even if I wanted to, there really never was an opportunity for me to tell him how I felt.

      I, on the other hand, was the complete opposite. Not that I was like, super shy or anything like that. I suppose on some level I avoided relationships with other men. All the while secretly hoping that Eric would suddenly wake up one day and realize that he had feelings for me.

      Pathetic, I know. But right now, hope was all I had.

      For weeks now I’ve been trying to pull myself together, gather the courage to tell my best friend that I’ve been in love with him all this time.

      Today I was finally going to tell him.

      I let out a slow, deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. My entire body felt tense. I had no idea how Eric was going to react. Would he say he had feelings for me as well? Would he be mad? Would he laugh at me? I really hoped he at least wouldn’t laugh at me. I think I would be both humiliated and broken-hearted if he did.

      And would this shatter our lifelong friendship?

      Shit.

      Now I was beginning to lose the small amount of confidence I had managed to work up. Closing my eyes, I took in another slow breath. I have to do this. I’ve put it off way too many times before. I’ve waited long enough.

      The little bell above the front door rang out, announcing the presence of a new customer. My eyes flew open, following the sound. Panic began to creep up inside me. Usually, I ignored the sound of the bell, this was a pretty popular little coffee shop, people were constantly going in and out. But today was different. Today I seemed to notice every little noise around me, every scent, every small little detail that would just normally pass me by, unnoticed.

      And it had me on edge.

      My breath hitched as I caught sight of Eric. His tall, muscular build filled out most of the door frame. His dark brown hair was messy, sticking out a little here and there. From here it looked to be a bit damp still, like he had come here straight from the shower. The thought of him like that made me blush.

      But I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t had at least a few thoughts of him like that over the years.

      Eric smiled as he noticed me, and headed straight for the counter to place his order. We both had the same thing every time we came here. Always ordered the caramel flavored coffee. Sometimes I would have a scone or donut to go with it, but I was too nervous to even think about food right now. My stomach was in knots.

      After grabbing his drink, Eric made his way over to me. “Morning, sunshine,” he said as he slid into the booth of our favorite table.

      And just like that, every ounce of confidence I had evaporated, like the steam off my coffee. Just one look into his piercing blue eyes and I forget the speech I had practiced all week in front of my mirror. All I could do now was smile and nod my head like an idiot.

      I felt defeated.

      A coward.

      My feelings for him are almost overwhelming. I can’t ignore them much longer. He has to know how I feel. But how? When?

      I hated this.

      “You got any big plans for tonight?” Eric asked me.

      I shook my head. “Just the usual - go to work, come home and clean my apartment, and maybe start reading a new book.” So exciting, I know. “What about you?”

      Eric took a sip of his coffee. “I thought I’d check out that party they’re having tonight. The one at the old warehouse.”

      ‘They’ probably meant his old football buddies from college. They all still hung out all the time, causing a lot of trouble, hitting on any woman they could. Which was just about any that could walk and talk and was over the age of eighteen. Not exactly what I would call good company.

      “You wanna come with me?” Eric asked, knowing full well that it was not my kind of scene. “It could be fun. You need to do something different, shake up your routine every once in a while.”

      “ I don’t know,” I gripped my coffee cup for comfort. “You know I don’t do well at parties.” I think the last one I actually attended was back right before our high school graduation. Everyone was completely wasted. I had several drinks accidentally spilled on me, ruining the dress I had bought specifically to try and impress Eric with. And some time during that night I had lost sight of him and ended up spending the rest of the night by myself.

      Rumors that night were he found himself a nice quiet spot to be alone with the captain of the cheerleading squad.

      I’ve actively avoided any party since then.

      Eric batted his eyelashes at me, making me laugh. “Please, Jess. If you come, I promise not to leave your side the entire night.”

      “Just like graduation, huh?” I mumbled.

      “Huh?”

      I shook my head quickly. “Nothing. But why is it so important that I come with you?”

      “It’s important,” he said, biting into the massive breakfast sandwich he had ordered, “because you’re my best friend. I like hanging out with you,” he answered simply, taking another bite.

      I felt the heat creeping up the back of my neck.

      “Besides,” he continued, “you’ve been so dang busy lately. You need to get out of the house, let off some steam. Hang out with your best friend in the entire world. So what do you say? I need my best girl by my side.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Well, when you put it that way, how could I refuse?” I laughed.

      Eric quickly shoved the last of his sandwich into his mouth, wiping the crumbs off his hands and onto his pants. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the man use a napkin, even though there was a pile of them sitting right in front of him.  “I’ll take that as a yes,” he replied. “I’ll meet you there around ten tonight. Sound good?”

      I nodded, even though it didn’t. The spending time with Eric part did. The party - not so much.

      “Sweet.” He checked his watch. “I know I just got here, but I gotta head into work a little early. We’re putting in some extra roadways just north or town.” Eric worked in construction. He practically did it all - roads, houses, even a little plumbing. He didn’t mind getting dirty. Plus, all that hard work resulted in a rock hard body that I, and every other female, like to appreciate. Secretly, of course, on my end. “So I’ll catch ya later,” he said. He threw me a wink before heading out of the coffee shop.

      I slumped back in the booth, letting out the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. I felt so stupid letting this opportunity pass me by. Again. I really should have just told Eric how I felt. Now I had to go to some stupid party I didn’t want to go to with people I didn’t even like.
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