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Best Friends

By J.M. Snyder

 


A breeze picks up as I climb into the back of
Riley’s pickup truck and for a moment I think I’m underdressed—a
T-shirt and cut-offs seemed sensible when I left the house earlier,
but the wind has a bite to it that feels like rain’s on the way.
But the hot bedliner feels nice under my bare feet, and the heat
seeps through the denim seat of my shorts when I sit down, already
reaching for the cooler that holds a six-pack of beer Riley’s dad
bought for us. This evening’s a celebration, of sorts—tomorrow my
best friend leaves for basic training, but I won’t let myself dwell
on that.

Raising my voice over the rustle of tall
grass, I call out to Riley, “Charlene’s gonna be pissed you’re
spending your last night with me.” I pop open one can, take a quick
swig, and feel the cold alcohol swirl down my throat to my groin,
where it curls into a warm ball of bliss.

From the cab of the truck where he’s taking
off his sneakers, Riley answers, “Let her bitch.”

“You only say that because you won’t have to
listen to her anymore,” I reply, setting the beer aside. I pull out
another, open it, and take a sip of that one, as well. “After
tomorrow—”

I take another gulp of beer. That was the
closest I’ve come to admitting that he’s as good as gone.

Riley slams the truck’s door and vaults into
the back with me, his bare feet almost knocking over the first
beer. “What,” he asks, “you don’t think she’ll call me at the
barracks just to chew me out?” Then he sees the two cans. “Save
some for me, dude. My dad’s the one that hooked us up.” He
picks up the can in front of him and frowns at it, studying the
dampness condensed around the top. “Did you drink out of this?”

“Did you see me?” I ask, my eyes studiously
avoiding Riley’s.

He glares at me for a moment, then shrugs and
downs half the can in one gulp. The beer relaxes him—I can see the
tension in his arms disappear, and his face clears as his throat
works with the drink. From the corner of my eye, I watch his Adam’s
apple bob up and down, his taut cheeks, the bristled skin that
rolls at the base of his neck when he leans back to savor the beer.
I’m staring, I know it, but I’m not used to the buzz cut yet—for as
long as I’ve known him, Riley’s always had long dark hair that
curled into unruly waves he constantly had to shake out of his
face. This shorn look, tight and trim, is new to me. I want to run
my hand over the top of his head, feel what’s left like the hard
nubs of a brush against my palm. My fingers clench around the
thought, and the beer can I’m holding begins to crumple in protest.
“Watch it,” Riley warns with a nod at the can.

I down the rest of the beer. It’s settled
into my crotch now, heating my blood and thickening my cock half
erect. For the first time in years, I can’t think of anything to
say to Riley, and the silence is uncomfortable between us. “So,” I
try, searching, “you excited?”

Another shrug. “You know,” he tells me, but
no, I don’t. I’ve lived in this dead-end town for more than half my
life and I’ve forgotten that anything exists beyond it. I don’t
remember what it feels like to move on. I can’t imagine leaving it
all—leaving him—behind.

* * * *

My family moved to Carson when I was in the
sixth grade, and the first kid my own age I met wasn’t Riley but
the girl he’s dating now, Charlene. At twelve, she was a terror,
which means she hasn’t changed all that much. I stood at the corner
of my new street, waiting for the school bus, apparently in her
spot—when she saw me, she marched right over and kicked me hard in
the shin. She pulled her leg back, lining up for another kick, when
someone behind me barreled into her. Riley, coming to my defense.
With a shriek, Charlene fell off the curb and skinned both knees
when she landed in the street, but it was me Riley asked, “You
okay, man?” We’ve been best friends ever since.

It’s no surprise that Riley hooked up with
Charlene last March, a few months before our senior prom. She’s
head cheerleader, real pretty, the most popular girl in school.
Always gets what she wants, and that includes the school jock. But
it infuriates her that Riley’s not more attentive—he’s out with me
most nights, turns off his cell so she doesn’t bother us, even when
we’re just hanging out. The two of us share lockers in school,
sleep over each other’s houses every weekend, talk on the phone
until my mom hollers at me to hang up. We’re inseparable, Riley and
me, and Charlene hates that she hasn’t managed to come between us
yet. She hates me, period.

The joke’s on her, really. I don’t have half
as much of Riley as I want. He doesn’t know what I’m thinking when
I look at him, what I feel for him when we touch. Once Charlene
questioned who was Riley really dating, her or me, and it
pissed him off so much that he broke up with her for a week until
she apologized. When he told me about it, I laughed along with him,
then later bloodied my knuckles by pounding them into wall beside
my bed. If only it wasn’t funny. If only it didn’t hurt so
damn much.

* * * *

Tonight we drove around for a bit, one last
spin through town before Riley has to board the bus for boot camp
in the morning. Then he mentioned the beer and we headed for the
turn-off, a local hangout down by Swift Creek where kids go to
drink and make out. Past the high school, the main strip peters out
to a dirt road and the town gives way to waist-high grass full of
chiggers and ticks and snakes. The road runs straight to the creek,
but off to one side is a gravel-lined turn-around where the grass
has been trampled down, and cigarette butts and wads of chewed gum
litter the gravel. The turn-off. On the weekend, the place is
packed until well after midnight, pickup trucks jostling for space,
the air full of teenage laughter. Tonight’s Wednesday, though, and
there’s a storm brewing by the looks of it, so Riley’s truck is the
only one here, despite the fact that school’s out for another
month.

Every time the wind rises, the grass around
us shivers with a satiny sound. The sky has grown darker since we
parked, the clouds a bruised, swollen color. We’re on our second
beer each, and I wonder if we’ll have a chance to down all six
before the rain breaks. There’s a dull energy in the air, a
breathlessness that feels like static electricity. It makes my
stomach churn nervously and the hair along my arms stand on end,
but I don’t know how much of that is the coming storm and how much
is Riley’s bare foot pressed against my thigh. He sits
Indian-style, and I won’t let myself feel the warm toes innocently
curled just above the leg of my shorts. I’ve read and re-read the
tiny print on the side of my beer can, but my brain isn’t working
right and I can’t comprehend what it says. My mind is blank. It’s
safer that way. If I’m not thinking it, I won’t say it, and God
knows I won’t do it, whatever it may be. I don’t
know. Even when I’m alone in my bed at night, my mind rolling back
over the day behind me, Riley’s face as large as life in front of
my closed eyes, I won’t let myself go that far. Why rub it in, what
I can never have?

The air is tight between us, stretched to a
breaking point. Does he feel this awkward, too? The beer buzzes in
my head, my arms are heavy, I don’t want tonight to end. I wish it
were already over, the goodbyes done with and the bus disappearing
into the distance, leaving me behind. I don’t want to go through
tomorrow, or the next day, or the next. I don’t want to feel
whatever it is I’m going to feel—loneliness, anger, jealousy,
regret. I don’t want to remember this moment ever again, but I know
I’ll never forget it.

Those toes press into me and Riley says,
“Hey.” I stare at the beer can, read the line of text again, still
don’t understand it. Those toes wiggle against me, the dry scratch
of skin on skin drowning out the rest of the world. “Earth to Todd.
What’s on your mind?”

You. The word flashes through my head
and is gone, so I look up at the clouds gathering over us and say,
“It’s going to pour.”

Riley laughs, a boyish sound that haunts my
dreams. “No shit, Sherlock.” He rummages through the ice melting in
the cooler and asks, “You ready for another brew?”

With a slight shake of my head, I hold up my
still-full can and mutter, “I’m good.” This small talk is killing
me. Each inane word is a papercut on my already badly bruised soul.
The swollen sky above presses down on me, the clouds are closing
in, Riley’s laugh is suffocating…doesn’t he feel this? If
only he could feel it, too. He’s still talking, and it takes all
the strength I have to focus on what he’s saying. When did I get
this bad? When’s he leaving again? “What?” I ask.

“Why do you keep zoning out on me, man?” he
wants to know. I shrug, a half-hearted gesture, and am about to
blame it on the beer when he asks, “So you’re coming tomorrow,
right?”

“Sure,” I say, because I know that’s what he
wants to hear. I’ll come whenever he asks me, Lord knows. Before
that can slip out, though, I cough into my beer can and ask, “Where
am I going again?”

Riley gives me an incredulous look. “The bus
stop? Hello?”

Oh. Right. The bus stop, where we say goodbye
and I never see him again. Where I have to stand stoically by and
watch Charlene cling to him and cry into his shoulder. Where a
piece of my heart will be ripped from my chest the moment he gets
on that bus and doesn’t look back. I gulp down the rest of the beer
and crumple the can in my fist. Tossing it behind me, I tell him,
“Yeah, gimme another. What time tomorrow?”

“Six.”

Our fingers brush when I take the cold beer
from his hand. His touch burns through me like an electric shock
and thunder rolls above us, menacing. The storm’s almost here,
closer than I thought. Six in the morning, Christ. That seems like
only a few scant hours away. Casually, I ask, “Charlene’ll be
there, I guess?”

The laughter in Riley’s eyes fades, his smile
gone. I’m about to apologize for bringing her up when he says to
me, “You know what, Todd? It’s over between me and her.”

Yeah, right. I’ve heard that before. I
raise a skeptical eyebrow and ask, “Does she know yet?”

“Are you kidding?” Riley pops open the last
beer and shakes his head. “Shit, I’m not looking to get my ass
kicked. I’ll send her one of those Dear John letters, only in
reverse. Wait til the bus stops somewhere far away from here before
I drop it in the mail. I ain’t telling her in person.”

I snort into my beer can. “Don’t tell me
you’re scared of her?”

“Aren’t you?” Riley counters.

He’s got me there. Charlene’s a terror. She’s
still the type of girl who’d walk up to me and kick me in the leg
for no real reason, even though we just graduated from high school
a few months back and we’re supposed to be adults here. Once she
reads that letter of Riley’s, I’m going to have to lay low for a
few days. I know she’ll be out for my blood because somehow the
break-up will be all my fault. Everything she hates about Riley,
she blames on me.

His toes wiggle against my thigh, I want to
slap them away and
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