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I remembered thinking the bar was too loud for a Tuesday.

Or maybe it just felt louder because everything else in my life had gone quiet.

The neon beer signs flickered against the polished wood behind the counter, casting everything in a low amber glow. It was the kind of place Brody and I had been coming to for years — same cracked leather booths, same bartender who called us “boys” even though we were both pushing thirty.

“Last night of freedom,” someone yelled from down the bar.

I rolled my eyes and lifted my glass anyway.

Ava’s name flashed across my phone screen in that moment. She’d texted earlier — three heart emojis and a “Don’t get too wild.”

I typed back, “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

That was the thing about Ava. She trusted me. She always had. She was steady in a way that felt safe. Smart. Sharp. She’d helped pick out my tux. She’d cried the night I proposed. She’d told me she couldn’t wait to start our life together.

I loved her.

I did.

But sitting there with whiskey warming my throat and the guys getting louder around us, I couldn’t shake the strange hum under my skin.

Brody slid onto the stool beside me like he always did — close enough that our shoulders brushed. He didn’t apologize. He never did.

“You nervous?” he asked, not looking at me.

“Nah,” I said too quickly.

He smirked into his drink.

We’d known each other since sophomore year of college. Roommates. Teammates. We’d shared shitty apartments and worse hangovers. He’d seen me through breakups, job interviews, my dad’s surgery. He’d been there the night I met Ava.

He’d shaken her hand and said, “You’re gonna have your work cut out for you.”

She’d laughed.

I’d laughed.

Now he was sitting beside me, close enough that I could feel the heat from his arm through the thin cotton of my shirt.

“You sure?” he asked again.

I took another sip instead of answering.

The truth was, I wasn’t nervous about the wedding.

I was nervous about everything after.

About waking up next to the same person every morning for the rest of my life. About whether that steady, predictable love was enough. About whether something in me had gone quiet years ago and I’d just decided not to notice.

Brody bumped his knee into mine under the bar.

“You look like you’re about to testify in court,” he said.

“I’m good,” I insisted.

He leaned back then, stretching his arm across the back of my stool. Casual. Relaxed. That confident, unbothered posture he carried everywhere.

I’d always envied that about him. Nothing rattled him.

Or at least, nothing showed.

The shots started coming faster after that. Tequila this time. Someone shoved a glass into my hand and shouted something about making bad decisions while I still could.

Brody didn’t take his eyes off me when I threw it back.

“Slow down,” he said quietly.

“You my babysitter now?”

He tilted his head slightly. “You want me to be?”

There was something in the way he said it that made my chest tighten.

Not a joke. Not quite.

Just a look that lingered a second too long.

I laughed it off and turned back toward the group, but I could feel him there. Solid. Watching. Steady.

Later, when the crowd thinned and it was just the two of us at the bar, the noise had dropped to a low hum. Music still playing. Glasses clinking. The air thick with stale beer and heat.

“You remember freshman year?” I asked, because nostalgia felt safer than whatever else was hovering between us.

“Which part?” he said.

“The night we swore we’d never get married.”

He laughed softly. “You said that. I said I’d wait and see.”

I glanced at him. “You still waiting?”

He looked at me then — really looked at me.

“Maybe.”

The word hung between us.

I thought about Ava again. About the dress she’d shown me on her phone before realizing she wasn’t supposed to. About the way she’d squeezed my hand when we toured venues. About how certain she seemed.

I was certain too.

Wasn’t I?

Brody’s hand slid across the bar, not touching me — just resting there, palm down, fingers spread.

Close.

Too close.

I felt hyperaware of everything. The line of his jaw. The way his shirt stretched across his chest. The faint scent of cologne and whiskey.

I’d never looked at him like that before.

Or maybe I had and just never let the thought finish forming.

“You’re thinking too much,” he said.

“About what?”

“Everything.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Big night.”

“Yeah,” he said.

But his voice had dropped.

The bartender announced last call. A few guys stumbled out. We stayed.

“Walk?” Brody suggested.

Outside, the night air hit cold and sharp. The city lights blurred slightly at the edges. I felt loose. Warm. Reckless in a way I hadn’t in years.

We stopped near the side of the building where it was darker.

“You good?” he asked again.

“I’m getting married tomorrow,” I said.

“I know.”

“Say something.”

“About what?”

I turned toward him fully then. “About this. About... everything.”

He held my gaze.

“You want me to talk you out of it?”

“No.”

“Then what do you want, James?”

I didn’t know.

That was the terrifying part.

I stepped closer without meaning to. Or maybe I meant to and just didn’t admit it yet.

“You ever think about...” I started, then stopped.

“About what?”

About whether I’d ever felt this wired standing this close to someone.

About whether the alcohol was making my heart pound or if it was him.

About how his eyes hadn’t left mine since we stepped outside.

My hand brushed his accidentally.

He didn’t pull away.

Neither did I.

There was a moment — small but electric — where everything in my life felt like it was balancing on the edge of something I didn’t fully understand.

“This is stupid,” I muttered.

“Yeah,” he said.

But he didn’t move either.

And that was when I realized the line wasn’t behind us anymore.

It was right there.

Waiting.

***
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We shouldn’t have walked.

We should’ve called a ride.

But Brody lived five blocks from the bar, and at that point everything felt loose and easy and possible.

We were laughing too loud. Bumping shoulders. Stumbling over uneven pavement like we were nineteen again instead of almost married and almost responsible.

“You staying at mine,” he said at one point, firm but casual. “Not letting you wander home alone before your big day.”

“Bossy,” I muttered.

“You need it.”

I didn’t argue.

His place hadn’t changed much over the years. Same dark couch. Same framed photo from college on the wall. Same faint smell of laundry detergent and something distinctly him.

We kicked off our shoes near the door. I peeled my shirt over my head because I was hot — whiskey heat, adrenaline heat, something else entirely.

Brody did the same without thinking about it.

For a second, we just stood there. Bare chests. Close. The air different now that the noise of the bar was gone.

“Water,” he said, disappearing into the kitchen.

I dropped onto his bed while he clattered around. My head was spinning, but not in a sick way. More like everything was heightened.

He came back, tossed me a glass, then sat beside me on the edge of the mattress.

“You good?” he asked again.

I laughed softly. “You’ve asked me that like ten times tonight.”

“Because you haven’t answered.”

I leaned back into his pillows. “I’m fine.”

He lay down beside me after a moment, one arm tucked under his head. We stared at the ceiling like we used to when we were broke college kids pretending life wasn’t complicated.

“You love her?” he asked quietly.

The question cut through the haze.

“Yeah,” I said. And I meant it.

He nodded.

Silence stretched between us.

I could feel the heat from his body. Smell the faint trace of cologne mixed with alcohol. Our shoulders brushed once when he shifted, and neither of us moved away.

“You ever wonder,” I said slowly, “if this is it?”

“What’s it?”

“Life. The path. Like... once you step into it, there’s no rewinding.”

“That’s kind of the point,” he said.

“Yeah.”

Another pause.

The room felt smaller. Quieter.

I turned my head slightly.

He was already looking at me.

Close. Closer than I realized.

His eyes weren’t drunk-blurry. They were focused. Studying me like he was trying to solve something.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

But he didn’t look away.

The space between us felt charged — like static building before lightning.

I swallowed.

“This is stupid,” I said again, softer this time.
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what happened that night doesn't stay buried.
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