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Part I: So Hard


[image: ]


I breathed to draw in one last lungful of bedroom air. I committed the scent to memory, a combination of dust and laundry detergent and the coppery, earthy smell of my backyard in the summer. It hadn’t hit me until now, with all my belongings packed up in boxes, that this would be the last time I’d see my bedroom as my bedroom.

I was getting ready to move to England, to start my life as a university student there. They didn’t celebrate Thanksgiving, so who knew when I’d come back home? Christmas? Next Christmas? This room would probably be an office by then.

Exhausted from all the packing, I sighed, flopped down onto my bed, and stared at my walls.

I’d already taken down most of my posters, but I left a few things up. The painting of a city skyline still hung over my headboard, and the body-length mirror was still tacked up on the opposite wall. It was my bulletin board that I cared about most, though. I left it up with the intent of tackling it as my last chore before taking off. Currently, it displayed a collection of photos of my friends. Without even having to look, I knew that Eric was in most of them.

Eric was my best friend, ever since the first day of freshman football try-outs. With his dirty blonde hair, we were often mistaken for brothers. I’d only recently admitted to him that I liked it when people made that mistake, because he was more than a best friend. He was like the brother I never had.

That was why out of all the goodbyes I’d be making at tonight’s going away barbeque, Eric’s was the one that I dreaded the most—

Because I didn’t want to say goodbye at all.

“Evan?” I heard my mom calling from downstairs. “Are you done packing yet? I could use your help setting up the backyard.”

“Sure, Mom,” I called back, hastily scrambling up into a sitting position.

I was about to pull my shoes on when my eye caught one of the photographs pinned to the bulletin board. It was from three months ago, making it the most recent shot I had of Eric. The photo had been taken on the same night Sarah drunkenly dared us to kiss, and the same night that we thought wouldn’t change our friendship.

I stared at the photo from the edge of my bed. It was a close-up shot of his face. His lips were spread in his signature grin, and his blue eyes were warm but unfocused.

If I concentrated, I could still remember exactly how it felt when his lips brushed mine, and exactly how his breath smelled sharp, like the tequila we’d been slamming all evening. I remembered him lingering, as if he enjoyed kissing me.

Don’t think about Eric, my brain screamed.

I was confused about that night. I couldn’t deny it, no matter how much I avoided thinking about my best friend. That was why saying goodbye to Eric was dreaded, but important. I had to resolve my feelings before I moved an entire ocean away.

And secretly, deep down, I kind of hoped to get a second kiss, too.

* * *
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That evening, we ate dinner off of paper plates in the backyard. Various aunts, uncles, and cousins came, along with my most important friends: Sarah, Braylon, George...

Eric.

Once the stars blinked out of the darkness overhead, we brought out the beer pong table. Since it was a special occasion, my mom decided to look the other way when my older cousin supplied the beer for us. We played until the last guest left. My parents retreated into the living room to share a bottle of wine and a movie, giving me all the privacy I wanted with my friends.

For a while, it felt like it was just the five of us in the entire world.

In what felt like our tenth game of the night, Sarah and I were teaming up against Braylon and George when I noticed Eric sneaking away.

“Smoke break,” he announced, waving his pack of cigarettes.

Something clenched inside of me just then, urging me to act. “Wait! Can I bum one off you?”

Eric paused halfway down the flagstone path.

“What about the game?” Sarah whined.

“You can take my turns for me until I come back,” I said, barely glancing at her.

Eric flicked his head and gestured for me to come with him. I felt a tiny flutter of excitement in my stomach. Dropping my ping pong ball, I hopped off of the patio and rushed towards Eric’s side. Then, we fell into step as we walked towards the orange grove. The tool shed there was our favorite smoking spot. I couldn’t even count the times we’d taken that exact walk together, from the patio to the shed, for a shared cigarette.

“Thanks, man,” I said.

“Of course. It’s your last night,” Eric said.

There was nothing in his tone to suggest that he felt awkward about the night we kissed. I couldn’t decide whether or not that was a good thing.

Eric slid behind the aluminum-sided shed first. After kicking aside the butts from our last smoke break, I turned the corner and joined him. Together, we leaned our backs against the shed. Eric handed me his lighter to light my cigarette first.

“You’re right. It’s my last night,” I blurted out. My heart began racing when I’d realized what I’d done, that I’d said my thoughts out loud.

Eric gave me a quizzical look. Half of his face glowed red, illuminated by the cigarette he kept lifted near his mouth.

My throat was suddenly dry. I had to gulp a few times so I could clarify. “I...I think we should talk about what happened. This might be our last chance.”

Eric turned his face away as he flicked ash from his cigarette. “What is there to talk about?”

My mouth fell open. I was stunned. Is he serious? I wondered.

“The time that we kissed, for one,” I said.

Eric’s eyes flashed. “Keep your voice down,” he hissed.

He tossed down his smoke and stomped it into the damp earth. After dusting off his hands, he stuffed them into his pockets and addressed me.

“It was just a dare, and we were drunk. It’s not a big deal,” he said, half whispering.

I winced. Eric’s words stung, but I wasn’t sure why.

Didn’t you feel something between us? I was meaning to say.

Instead, I sputtered out what was actually on my mind, “Why are you acting like this?”

Eric froze. I took one look at his eyes, and I instantly knew what was actually bothering him. After all, I was his best friend. I knew him better than anyone.

“I know you don’t really mean that,” I said as I stubbed out my own cigarette. “There’s something bothering you. I can tell. What is it?”

Eric ran his fingers through his hair. He cast his eyes down, giving me the opportunity to study his entire face. He bit his lip, his brow furrowed, and my blood pressure began to rise.

Oh, God, I thought, my throat tightening.

Eric blinked quickly, and I realized he was fighting back tears.

“Why did it have to be England?” he said.

Something broke inside of me once I saw my best friend in pain. I rushed forward without thinking and grabbed him, pulling him close. He threw his arms around me, and we held each other. My heart pounded hard as his chest brushed mine through two layers of tee shirt fabric. If I closed my eyes, I could hear his breath inside my own head.

“I hate that you’re moving so far away, and I’m just stuck here. It feels like you’re leaving me,” Eric said into my ear.

I pulled away from him. “I’m not leaving you,” I said in disbelief.

Our faces were close together, so I couldn’t help but stare at his mouth, and Eric definitely noticed my stare. After a moment’s hesitation, we both leaned into each other, and we shared a light, tentative kiss.

His lips were soft and wet, and I flinched as a shock of energy tore through my body.

Eric sneaked his tongue between my teeth. We touched tongues, and he moaned. When he grabbed me by the back of my head to deepen our kiss, my toes curled. I could taste him, his note of sweetness dominating from under the thin flavor of tobacco smoke.

With my eyes closed, I studied Eric’s body with my groping hands.  I knew every inch of his broad shoulders, his long back, and his flawlessly taut abs, thanks to our locker room times together. But I was a stranger to the way his back shuddered and clenched under my hands, reacting to the pleasure he felt from kissing me.

Eric released a slow breath, and I was suddenly reeling with agony. My cock was hard. I bit my lip. 

Damn.

I needed my best friend now more than ever. We’d gone through so much during our years of friendship. We endured junior high and high school together, two proms and a dozen girlfriends, a divorce on his side and a grandmother’s death on mine. With all the challenges life threw at us, the only constant we had was each other. Eric and I simply knew and needed each other on a very deep level. With our level of intimacy, a simple goodbye just wasn’t enough.

“This is our last night,” I said sadly.

“Yeah, I know,” Eric said softly. He gazed down at me in such a tender way, I almost considered skipping England all together.

“But I do have to go,” I said, and even I could hear the uncertainty of it.

Eric held my face in his hands. He looked conflicted, and I knew he was at war with himself in that moment. I could see his feelings dancing across his face. I knew all of this about him, because I had to as his best friend.

“Meet me in your bedroom?” he finally said.

“But our friends are still here,” I
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