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I pulled my car into John’s driveway just as the sun was starting to dip behind the trees. The long gravel drive crunched under my tires, the sound oddly loud in the quiet neighborhood. His house came into view slowly, exactly the way I remembered it—white siding, wide front porch, tall oak trees casting long shadows across the yard.

For a moment I just sat there with the engine running.

Two years.

That’s how long it had been since I’d last stood in this driveway.

We had talked, of course. Texted. Called sometimes. Sent stupid memes back and forth like nothing had changed.

But seeing someone through a phone screen isn’t the same as standing ten feet from them.

Especially when that person is the man you’ve been quietly in love with for most of your adult life.

I shut off the engine and stared at the house.

In one week, John Walker would get married.

And I would be standing next to him.

Best man.

The title sounded great on paper. Honorable. Loyal. Supportive.

Inside my chest, it felt more like slow torture.

“Alright,” I muttered to myself. “Just get through the week.”

I grabbed my bag from the passenger seat and climbed out of the car.

The air smelled like cut grass and warm summer pavement. Somewhere down the street a lawn mower droned lazily, and a dog barked twice before going quiet again.

Everything felt normal.

Too normal.

Like the world had no idea how badly I was trying to keep my shit together.

I walked up the front steps and knocked once.

The door opened almost immediately.

And there he was.

John stood in the doorway wearing a gray T-shirt and worn jeans, his dark hair slightly messy like he’d just run his hands through it. He looked almost exactly the same as the last time I’d seen him—maybe a little broader in the shoulders, maybe a little more settled into himself.

Still unfairly handsome.

Still the same guy who had unknowingly wrecked my emotional life since college.

For a second we just looked at each other.

Then his face broke into that familiar crooked grin.

“Holy shit,” he said. “You actually came.”

I laughed. “Yeah, well... I figured the best man should probably show up.”

John stepped forward and wrapped me in a quick hug.

It was casual. Friendly. Exactly the kind of hug two longtime friends were supposed to share.

But the moment his arms went around me, my brain completely short-circuited.

He was warm. Solid. Familiar.

And suddenly every memory I’d tried to pack away for years came rushing back at once.

John pulled back like nothing had happened.

“Man,” he said, looking me over. “It’s been too long.”

“Yeah,” I said, forcing a smile. “It has.”

He grabbed my bag before I could stop him.

“Come on in,” he said. “You’re here the whole week, right?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Good.”

He stepped aside so I could walk into the house.

The place smelled faintly like coffee and wood polish. The living room looked almost exactly the same as it always had—the same couch, the same TV, the same clutter of random sports gear and framed photos.

One photo caught my eye immediately.

Two guys in their early twenties sitting on the hood of a car, sunburned and laughing like idiots.

Me and John.

Spring break. Junior year.

Back when things had felt simple.

I looked away quickly.

John tossed my bag onto the bed in the guest room and leaned against the doorway.

“You remember this room?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I practically lived here one summer.”

“You did live here one summer.”

“True.”

He folded his arms.

“So,” he said. “One week until the big day.”

I nodded.

“You nervous?”

He shrugged.

“A little.”

“That’s normal.”

“Easy for you to say,” he said. “You’re not the one making a lifelong commitment in front of two hundred people.”

“Two hundred?” I said. “I thought it was like a hundred.”

John groaned.

“Don’t remind me.”

I laughed.

For a moment everything felt easy again. Like we had just slipped back into our old rhythm without missing a beat.

Then he said it.

“Sarah’s parents invited half the planet.”

There it was.

Sarah.

His long-term girlfriend.

His future wife.

The woman he would be standing beside in seven days while I stood a few feet away pretending my heart wasn’t quietly breaking.

I forced my expression to stay neutral.

“Well,” I said. “Big weddings are memorable.”

“Terrifying is the word I’d use.”

He rubbed the back of his neck.

“I still haven’t written my vows.”

I stared at him.

“You’re getting married in a week and you haven’t written your vows?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Trying not to panic.”

I smirked. “That’s not encouraging.”

He laughed and clapped me lightly on the shoulder.

“Relax. That’s why you’re here.”

“To write your vows?”

“To keep me sane.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“That’s a big responsibility.”

“You’re the best man,” he said. “That’s literally your job.”

He turned toward the hallway.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll show you the backyard. I finally finished that fire pit I told you about.”

I followed him through the house and out the back door.

The backyard opened into a wide stretch of grass with a new circular stone fire pit in the center surrounded by chairs.

John spread his arms proudly.

“Well?”

I nodded.

“Not bad.”

“Not bad?” he said. “I spent three weekends building that thing.”

“Okay,” I said. “It’s impressive.”

We both dropped into the chairs around the pit.

The sun was sliding lower now, turning the sky deep orange and pink.

For a while we just talked.

Work. Old friends. Dumb college stories we’d told a hundred times.

It was easy.

Too easy.

Every once in a while, I caught myself watching him longer than I meant to.

The way he leaned back in the chair.

The way his voice dropped when he laughed.

The way the fading sunlight caught in his eyes.

Each time I forced myself to look somewhere else.

Because none of that mattered.

Not anymore.

John Walker was getting married in seven days.

And I had come here to stand beside him while it happened.

I leaned back in the chair and stared up at the darkening sky.

Seven days in the same house.

Seven days pretending everything between us had always just been friendship.

I exhaled slowly.

Yeah.

This week was going to hurt.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


TWO

[image: ]




I didn’t sleep much that night.

The guest room was comfortable enough. Same bed I’d crashed in a dozen times during college visits. Same ceiling fan humming quietly above me. Same faint smell of laundry detergent that always seemed to linger in this house.

But none of that mattered.

Because down the hallway, in the master bedroom, was John.

And my brain refused to stop thinking about it.

I lay there staring at the ceiling long after the house had gone quiet, my hands folded behind my head, trying—and failing—to shut off the memories that had started creeping back the moment I stepped through the front door.

Seeing him again had done something to me.

Something I had spent years trying to keep buried.

Because the truth was simple.

I had probably been in love with John Walker since college.

Back then, I hadn’t called it that.

Back then, it had been easier to pretend it was something else.

Admiration.

Brotherhood.

Loyalty.

Normal guy stuff.

John had been one of those people everyone noticed the moment he walked into a room. Not in a loud, attention-seeking way. He wasn’t arrogant or flashy. But there was something about him—something steady and confident—that naturally pulled people toward him.

He was tall. Broad shoulders. Athletic without really trying to be. Dark hair that always looked slightly messy, like he’d just run a hand through it five seconds earlier.

And his smile.

Jesus.

That smile could melt half the room.

Girls loved him. That part had been obvious from the first week of freshman year. Guys respected him instantly. Professors trusted him.

And somehow, by complete accident, he had ended up being my roommate.

One random housing assignment.

That was all it took.

Within a month we were inseparable.

We studied together. Drank together. Spent entire nights talking about life like two twenty-year-olds had any clue what life actually was.

At first everything felt normal.

Then little things started happening.

Things I tried very hard not to notice.

Like the first time he walked out of the dorm shower with nothing but a towel around his waist, water still dripping from his hair. I remember sitting at my desk pretending to read a textbook while my brain completely short-circuited.

Or the nights we crashed on the same couch after too many beers, our shoulders touching while some stupid movie played in the background.

Or the way my chest tightened whenever he leaned close to show me something on his phone.

Back then I pushed those thoughts away as fast as they came.

Because that kind of thing wasn’t supposed to exist between two straight guys.

So I buried it.

I dated women. He dated women.

We both graduated.

Life moved on.

Except the feelings never fully disappeared.

I turned onto my side in the dark and rubbed my face with one hand.

The real problem wasn’t that I loved John.

The real problem was that I had never stopped loving him.

Even when he started dating Sarah.

Sarah had entered the picture during our senior year.

She was nice. Smart. Funny. Beautiful in that effortless way that made everyone immediately like her.

And John had been completely smitten.

I remembered the first time he brought her to a party at our apartment. The way his arm had wrapped around her waist without him even thinking about it.

The way he looked at her.

Back then I had felt something twist painfully in my chest.

But I smiled. I shook her hand. I welcomed her like a good friend should.

Because that’s what I was supposed to do.

John had been my best friend for years.

You don’t blow up a friendship like that just because your brain decided to fall in love with the wrong person.

So I kept quiet.

I moved across the country after graduation. Started a new job. Built a new life.

Distance helped.

A little.

But every time John called, every time I saw his name pop up on my phone, the same familiar warmth—and ache—came right back.

And now here I was again.

Back in his house.

Sleeping twenty feet down the hallway.

While he prepared to marry someone else.

I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling again.

Part of me wondered why I had agreed to come at all.

Being the best man had sounded simple when he first asked.

“Of course,” I had said without hesitation.

But I hadn’t really thought about what that would mean.

Standing next to him at the altar.

Watching him promise forever to someone else.

Clapping while everyone celebrated their love story.

My chest tightened slightly.

The worst part was that John had no idea.

Not even a clue.

To him, I was just his best friend.

The guy who had been there for every important moment in his life.

The guy he trusted enough to stand beside him on the biggest day he’d ever have.

And somehow that made it hurt even more.

I turned my head toward the window.

The faint glow of moonlight filtered through the blinds, casting soft lines across the room.

Somewhere down the hallway a floorboard creaked.

My heart jumped before I could stop it.

For a second I wondered if John was awake too.

If he was pacing his room. Thinking about the wedding. Nervous about the vows he hadn’t written yet.

Or maybe he was sleeping peacefully beside his phone, dreaming about the life he was about to start with Sarah.

I let out a slow breath.

One week.

Seven days in this house.

Seven days pretending that none of these feelings existed.

After that, everything would go back to normal.

John would be married.

And I would go back to my life hundreds of miles away.

I closed my eyes.

If I could just survive this week, everything would be fine.

Probably.

Hopefully.

Maybe.
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I woke up before the alarm.

For a few seconds I didn’t remember where I was. The room was quiet, soft morning light slipping through the blinds and stretching across the wall.

Then it all came back at once.

John’s house.

The wedding week.

Seven days until he married Sarah.

I groaned quietly and rubbed my eyes.

Sleeping had been pointless. My brain had spent half the night replaying college memories and the other half reminding me that the man I loved was currently down the hall preparing to marry someone else.

Great start to the week.

I threw on a T-shirt and headed down the hallway toward the kitchen. The house was quiet, which meant John was probably still asleep.

Coffee sounded like the only thing capable of making this morning survivable.

I walked into the kitchen and started the coffee maker, leaning against the counter while it began its slow, life-saving gurgle.

A minute later I heard footsteps behind me.

“Please tell me that’s coffee.”
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