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To Victoria, 

Thank you for the lifelong friendship and all the days I dragged you outside to spend our recess freezing. 
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Dusk

I SCRUNCHED MY NOSE as the first fat drops of rain hit my face. I hated gloomy, humid days like this, where it rained non-stop, and everything looked dark and hopeless. I squeezed myself deeper into my jacket, it was a little large for me, but it shielded me from the cold, and I pushed my hood down until I could barely see under it. 

I’d broken my umbrella weeks ago, and my father had forgotten to buy me a new one. He forgot more important stuff, like food and school supplies, so an unreplaced umbrella wasn’t a surprise. 

I walked faster, hoping the bus taking me to school wouldn’t be long. As I passed the school on my street, I spared it a glance. I’d spent two years here, but I rarely missed it. I’d had more fun at the small annex they’d moved us for the final two years of primary. Huge yard, tall trees, far fewer teachers to supervise us… It had been heaven. 

Yet the best school years had been the fifth and sixth grade. I’d taken an exam and become a student of the most prestigious high school in my town. We were the first set of secondary school classes they’d added, in an effort to educate better high school students. Again, I had the blissful luck of being relegated to another annex. An even larger yard, less supervision, and a backyard neighbor that had a huge cherry tree. We’d often jump the fence to steal the juicy, sweet fruit. We’d get caught just as often, and the grumpy man who owned the tree would chase us away, dangling his walking stick at us. 

Now that school I missed! Seventh grade meant we’d been moved to the main building of our beloved high school. I’d been thrilled at first, but then the small classroom in what was basically a basement killed my enthusiasm. It was too dark, too cold, and too lonely there. And I hated going. 

Just as I reached the pedestrian crossing next to the bus stop, the bus pulled out. I swore under my breath and crossed the street, finding shelter under the half-broken, rusty roof over the one bench at the bus stop. It didn’t help much as rain seemed to come at me from every which way. 

To my delight, the next bus came only a couple of minutes later. Fast enough that I didn’t freeze my rear, but not fast enough to prevent a decent crowd from amassing at the stop. I squeezed my way inside and tried to find a comfortable position. Riding the bus was a bit like being out at sea on restless waters.

The bus ride wasn’t long; twenty minutes slow crawling, heading downtown. My home town—no, I wasn’t going to call it a city, no matter what they said—was small enough to make it anywhere by bus in maximum forty minutes. Still, I sometimes thought if I walked to school, taking the shortcuts I knew, I’d make just as good a time as the bus. And I could keep the money I paid for tickets every day.

When the bus pulled into my stop, I squeezed my way out of the still significant crowd and breathed in the cold autumn air. Nothing like a bus ride to make you love any weather, even rain. I turned on my heel and headed to the traffic light. I stood there, tapping my food and silently encouraging it to turn green. When it did, I dashed out into the street and speed walked through the small park, along the huge farmers’ market, across another busy boulevard, and stopped in front of a bakery. This was the bakery. Everything they made was absolutely delicious and it was on my way to school. 

Minutes later, with two pieces of pate—it never ceased to surprise me that these delicious puff pastries with their cheese filling had the same name as the liver variety you spread on bread—and an apple strudel flooding my senses, I dragged my feet to school. It was a two-minute walk, but I always turned it into a ten-minute stroll, enjoying my breakfast in peace. I needed the respite before facing everyone. 

Being the youngest in my class and among the short, skinny boys didn’t do much for my rep. My classmates were okay, most times, but some of the older boys in high school… Those guys were a different story. If my classmates were with me, boys or girls, I was safe. Whenever they caught me roaming the hallways alone, they always picked on me. Especially those in the classroom next to ours. They were in the eleventh grade and some really mean mongrels. Calling me a girl all the time, or squirt. Asking me if I was getting enough food. They were a treat. 

Just as I was gulping down the last of my strudel, I was pushed forward. I used the person in front of me to balance myself out. 

“What are you doing, brat?” the woman I’d used as a stopper asked, anger and annoyance twisting her tired face. 

“Sorry, ma’am, I tripped.”

“Watch where you’re going, kid.”

I sighed in relief when she turned around and left. I heard laughter somewhere in front of me, but didn’t look up. I just rested against the school’s concrete walls, and was glad no one could see me from inside. 

“Cursed bully,” I hissed, cleaning the pastry crumbs off my jacket. 

I took a few deep breaths and started again, hoping the jerk who’d pushed me was gone. To my relief, as I stepped through the freshly painted, dark green, iron gates, no one paid any attention to me. I slalomed through the scores of students banded together here and there, avoiding anyone who was walking without watching where they were headed, and managed to dodge all possible encounters. 

I rushed up the wide stairs that led to the students’ entrance, holding my breath. The large concrete balustrade guarding the right-hand side of the stairs was the prime spot for smokers. They’d find a place to lean against and puff away, chatting with friends and thinking they looked cool. The rest of the plebs who weren’t fast or popular enough to smoke there, would stand opposite them, leaning against the cold wall of the school.  

Once inside, I took a left, then went down the stairs to my right, to the end of the corridor. Down I went, finding my way to the cramped classroom, smelling of wet wood and paint, and probably nothing sanitary. It was warm though, the fact that only part of one wall was on the outside of the building kept it warm and cozy. Up on that wall, kissing the roof of the room, were our three windows. Large enough to let some light in, but not too much, otherwise we’d run the risk of getting used to a good thing. We had to keep the lights on most of the time. 

I dropped my backpack on my desk—first row from the window, third desk, left-hand seat. My jacket went to the hanger at the back of our classroom. I was early, as always, so I was alone. There were some backpacks and pens spread on other desks, but no kids in sight. The girls in my class were usually the ones to come in early. It was always about a boy they had a crush on. They had to be in school early, so that they could spot the one they liked when they arrived at school. I always found it ridiculous. 

I gave sitting down a thought, but I felt too restless to do that. I’d have gone outside for a walk, but I was too afraid of who I’d run into. Not everyone was safe to be around, not for me anyway. So I stepped on my seat and from there on the radiator appended to the wall. From there I could open the window and look outside, my head and shoulders the only part of me sticking out of the wooden frame.  

I loved these first moments of a school day. Everyone was busy getting somewhere or talking to someone. They paid no attention to me. I had to wait for our first recess to deal with those people, the older students who loved to tease me. Early in the morning, I could pretend the constant hum of voices and the silhouettes moving across the yard were not there. I could look at the gray sky and enjoy the freedom such large expanse promised, even when shrouded in clouds. 

Out of the blue, two figures plonked their rears against the small wrought iron fence that went all the way around the building, about a meter and a half from my window. I snarled at the pair blocking my view. A girl was leaning on the fence, chatting with a much taller guy who smiled down at her. He looked huge. Tall, broad-shouldered, gorgeous…. Everything I wasn’t. Everything I hoped I could be. 

The girl kept gesturing, her hands moving wildly as she told whatever trash story she just had to share that morning. The guy was eating up all her words, grinning like an idiot. His eyes never left her, probably enthralled by her enthusiasm. He was standing very close to her. Only siblings and lovers were that comfortable in such proximity. Friends always kept more distance, unless they were of the same sex. 

Fascinated by their exchange, I kept my eyes on them. The guy was mesmerizing, and, if pressed to admit it, they made a cute couple. He had long hair, pulled back in a slick pony tail. He was strong, manly, not a wispy thing like me, looking like I was about to break if I hit something hard. 

I wanted to know him, be near him, learn from him how to behave so that no one bothered me. I wanted him to be my friend. Maybe keep me safe from all the garbage I put up with. 

What was I? I was a scrawny kid who was getting trash from older boys. I wasn’t a damsel in distress. I growled, anger bubbling up. It needed an outlet, and for some reason, the couple in front of me was what my target locked onto. 

“Just kiss her already and move the heck out of the way. You’re blocking my view!” My voice echoed in the yard, or at least that’s what it felt like. Like everyone heard, and everything went silent. The guy looked down, past the top of the girl’s head and bore into me. His dark eyes were set and cold. I shivered. What had I done?

“I am going to come over there and kick your rear, you brat,” he threatened, and his deep, powerful voice stunned me. I was beyond trembling. My eyes bulged out and I thought I should maybe run, just make it harder for him to come and kill me. 

“Jerk kid,” he said, then he pressed his lips in a tight line and left, his girlfriend in tow. As she turned to leave, she saw me, mouth gaping and all, and she grinned. Was that a little wink? I was so screwed. 

I jumped down from the radiator and propped my hands on my desk. I considered running, but I was tired of dodging bigger guys who wanted to hurt me. He could come and do his worst. Hopefully I’d survive. 

I slunk into my seat, took out the notebook and textbook for our first class—history with our homeroom teacher—and shoved my backpack inside the desk drawer. Then I remembered I needed something to write with and fiddled with the side pocket where I kept all my pens and pencils. I set everything in their designated place, book and notebook on top of each other, my favorite pencil and a rubber in the embedded slot in the left-hand corner of the desk, and I stared forward. I was tense, despite my attempts to relax by getting ready for class. It usually worked, setting everything just right, keeping my mind off most things. I took a few deep breaths and tried to enjoy the quiet while it lasted. 

My colleagues poured in in small groups, and took their seats. Great, I was going to have an audience when that huge guy finally made it here and tore me a new one. Then the bell rang, and I dared to hope I might survive till the next recess. 

Our teacher came and went, and so did the recess, but my heart still hammered away, an occasional shiver wrecking me. I was terrified of leaving my classroom. Except for a quick dash to the toilets midway through classes, I didn’t move. I stood there, ignoring requests from my classmates to play with them outside, my own thirst, and the food in my backpack. 

Unlike my tormentors from the classroom next to ours, this guy I’d made an enemy of could come out of nowhere. I had no idea what year or class he was in. That meant nowhere was safe. I couldn’t dodge something I couldn’t see coming, so the classroom was my shelter. At least until it was time to go home. 

When the bell rang at the end of classes, my heart sank. I had to pack my stuff and get out of there. Maybe come face to face with my new nemesis who had probably been hunting for me every recess. Maybe he’d be stuck in a lab that was running late, or maybe he still had classes after this one. High school students spent more hours than us at school, so it was possible. 

Unlike my normal routine, I followed a large group of my classmates outside. I’d snapped out of my fear-induced daze in time to catch them, and now I was trying my best to lose myself among them. I was the shortest, so it wasn’t that hard to do in the middle of five or six boys. 

When I reached the exit, my heart was in my throat, and cold sweat had drenched me. I barely said goodbye to my classmates before dashing away from school. I didn’t stop running until I reached the bus stop. Most days, I’d get on the bus and head straight home. Today I needed a moment to catch my breath. 

I dragged my feet to the park behind the stop, found an empty bench and sat on it. It was still cold and dreary, but I didn’t care. I didn’t even mind the bench under me was soaked through. 

When I calmed down enough to feel it, my empty stomach became a nuisance. I sighed and rummaged through my backpack, until I found the two sandwiches Auntie had prepared for me. I ate them slowly, still going through the events of the day. When I was done, and now thirsty, I thought heading home would be a great idea. I needed the safety of my apartment, a nice meal at Auntie’s, and then plenty of rest. I’d need my strength to fend off all the enemies I was apparently making. 

***

I saw him in the corner of my eye. He was crossing the high school’s yard, heading to the students’ entrance. He was a few meters away from me and I lost all ability to breathe. This was it. I was done for. He was going to recognize me from yesterday and beat the trash out of me. 

My heart was drumming a wild rhythm that echoed in my ears, muffling all other sounds. I kept walking, watching as the disaster was unfolding. The guy who looked even taller today was moving so fast, with such precision. He was coming my way. His hair was loose, trailing behind him like a menacing blaze of wild flames. His eyes glowing with anger, or maybe determination. 

Something harsh drew my attention and I focused my skewed hearing on it. It was my breathing, coming out in ragged pants. One more step and then… he passed right by me, continuing his elegant stride toward the entrance. He stopped at the foot of the stairs, grabbed a guy by the top of his backpack and yanked him back. 

The guy screeched and then turned to fight, but when he saw my nemesis, his face went deathly pale and his eyes bulged. 

“What did I tell you about bothering her?” my future killer asked through gritted teeth. 

“S-sorry, man. I was just…”

“Leaving. You were just leaving.”

The other guy nodded and scrammed. He disappeared so fast, he gave me whiplash. 

“Are you okay?”

The question pulled my attention to the girl from the other day who had winked at me. She looked annoyed, maybe a little scared, but she nodded. 

“He was just being a sleazebag, as always.”

“Sorry, E, I was running late.”

She chuckled and patted his shoulder. “I think he got the message this time. What with you scaring the life out of him.”

They laughed together, and it sounded like a perfect harmony. Something tugged at my heart. A dull pain, a longing that I couldn’t understand. I shrugged it off, and made my way up the stairs. It wasn’t smart to gawk at some guy who’d threatened to kick your rear. Especially not after he’d just displayed his skills of putting the fear of god into people. 

The incident had delayed me and the bozos from the other class were all outside, leaning against the wall opposite my classroom, using the huge water pipes crossing through the hallway as makeshift chairs. 

“Look who’s here, the prettiest girl in 7A,” a fat guy with a permanent cruel smile painted on his face said. 

Of all his colleagues, him I hated the most. Before they’d noticed me, I’d seen his new buddies laughing at him and giving him a hard time. The moment they’d turned on me, he’d joined in, setting them off every time he saw me. I’d never do anything like that to another person. Or, who knew, it had only been about a month for me. He’d been in the same class with them for over two years. 

I ducked my head between my shoulders, hoping to slip inside before the rest of them joined in. 

I hit the wall next to the door I was focusing on, and groaned at the impact. It hurt, but my thick jacket had softened the blow. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” the tallest of them asked. He’d been the one to push me. I stole a glance at his dead, blue eyes and shaggy, blond hair. He would have been handsome if not for the ugliness showing through when he towered over me like this, all menacing and violent. 

The bell went off, and the rest of his buddies got up to walk to their class. I got a few pinches and slaps across the back of my head, but they didn’t press any further. I sighed, sweet relief washing over me. I had to be more careful. Dodging so many people was exhausting. 

I dragged my feet to my seat and fell into it. 

“Morning, Seba,” my desk mate said. 

I mumbled in response, shying away from Elena’s inquisitive eyes. 

“Are you okay?”

I shrugged and undid my jacket. There was no time to hang it in the back, so I just draped it around me. “I’m used to it.”

“You shouldn’t be,” she hissed. “Those guys are morons.” 

I smiled and finally looked at her. She was pissed, her normally thin lips almost invisible now. She brushed a wild strand of super curly hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. 

“You should tell somebody.”

“Who?” I arched an eyebrow. 

“Our homeroom teacher?”

I rolled my eyes and huffed. “So she could do what, exactly? Talk to their homeroom teacher? Have her scold them? That would just piss them off and make them more vicious.”

She shook her head and turned to face the blackboard. “This isn’t right. It’s just not fair.” Elena’s voice broke, and I was afraid she might cry. She cried a lot easier when she was pissed. More so than when she was sad. 

“Hey, I’ll be fine. Next year, they’ll go to another class.” I winked at her, but it held no power. It had been less than two months and my life was already miserable. 

“They can’t get away with this for a whole year. If you won’t tell, I will.”

“Elena, please. Don’t you dare. We’ll both regret it.”

Elena sighed and closed her eyes. “Fine. But I am totally pushing them down the stairs.”

Our conversation was interrupted when the teacher entered the room. I was glad we had math first thing. Elena wouldn’t dare talk during this class. By the time the class was over, she’d maybe forget about her quest of saving me. 

It was touching, really, but I knew what would happen. Teachers and parents would get involved. It will be all good and quiet for a while. And then they’d catch me alone and make up for lost time. Besides, if parents needed to be involved, who would come for me? Auntie did enough as it was. And dad… Dad couldn’t be bothered with such insignificant stuff. 

I sighed and focused on the lesson, letting the distraction of numbers and solvable problems soothe my mind. Math was easy. School in general was easy. You did this and as a result that happened, that was the rule. It was something I controlled. Something I understood. If I got a bad grade, I wouldn’t lose sleep wondering why. It was always because I didn’t study or practice enough. My family, my own being, the bullies, those I couldn’t figure out. No matter how much explaining I did in my head, I was always stuck on the same question. Why me?

***

I was going down the stairs, still buzzing with excitement after our chemistry class. We’d done some experiments in the lab today and there had been something fascinating about the way colors would change, substances would bubble and hiss in our test tubes, or how they’d react to fire. Usually, it was just the teacher showing us, and that was cool enough because we still went to the bright white lab upstairs and weren’t stuck in our class for seven hours a day. But getting to do it myself, that was way more interesting. I loved it when learning was about more than memorizing dull things and we got to do something fun. It hadn’t happened often, and I was positive this had been the first chemistry class where I’d been so enthralled. We’d just started it this year, so I hadn’t been bored for too long. 

“Edi, wait up,” someone shouted behind me. 

A flight of stairs above me, a guy turned and looked up. “What’s up?”

I stumbled and caught myself on the rail. It was him, my nemesis. And now he had a name. Edi. He stood out from the crowd of nameless tormenters and he was looking right at me. I froze in my spot, clinging to the cold concrete and trying to breathe. I couldn’t look away from those dark eyes, wondering what he’d do to me when he noticed I was there. Someone brushed past me and reached Edi. They exchanged a few words that I couldn’t make out, and then turned around and walked away. I let the air out, my shoulders sagging. I released the rail and forced one foot in front of the other. He hadn’t seen me, he hadn’t even been looking at me. 

He’d looked different today. More rugged. Like he’d skipped a day of shaving after a rough night. It was a Monday, so maybe he’d partied all weekend, what did I know?

I sighed and continued my descent, my heart sinking with every step. I had no idea why, but Edi not seeing me, not recognizing me, had been a huge blow. What was wrong with me? I’d just dodged a beating. Why did it matter that a guy I’d insulted one morning had forgotten all about me?

As I reached the hallway leading to the basement classrooms, the group of bullies from next door were there, as they always were. 

“Look who’s joining us, boys,” someone said. I couldn’t be bothered to look up to see which of them it was. 

“He’s upset. Do you want us to kiss it better, girlie?”

“Idiot right off, okay?”

The words were out of my mouth before I could stop myself. I went inside and sat at my desk, looking into the big void surrounding me. 

The world rarely made any sense to me. I did not understand why my mother had died. I did not understand why she’d dragged my father’s life down there with her. He sure didn’t seem to care about anything in the living world. I did not understand why those older kids had singled me out to torment. 

Being clueless about the whys and hows of my life was my normality. But now there was this new incomprehensible puzzle. The gorgeous boy who I’d been running from, hiding from for weeks, and how I wanted him to notice me, remember me… that was just too sick even for me. I realized that for some crazy reason, I needed to see him. Get as close as humanly possible. 

“Seba, what’s wrong?” 

It was Elena’s cold hands more than her words that yanked me out of the hurricane of thoughts I’d been caught in. 

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. You’re so pale. More than usual I mean.”

I turned to face her and she smiled, failing to hide her worry. “It’s just something I am trying to figure out.”

“Want some help?” She plonked next to me and bumped her shoulder into mine. “You know I’m smarter than you anyway.”

I looked around, noticing everyone was either outside, or huddled together around some magazine in the far corner of the classroom. It was as private as I could hope for. I told Elena everything. How I’d insulted the guy. How I hid from him. How I’d just found out his name by mistake. 

Elena listened to me, her face a picture of intent and care. She sighed and gasped as I spoke, but in the end she said nothing. She sat there next to me, brow furrowed, eyes fixed on some point on our desk I couldn’t see. It drove me nuts, not knowing what she thought, but I waited. 

After a while, she turned to face me and opened her mouth to say something. She snapped it shut and turned away. “Look,” she started, keeping her eyes away from me. “This will sound crazy…”

“I already feel crazy.” 

“I think you have a crush.”

“What?” I nearly jumped out of my seat, grabbing the desk’s outer side to balance myself. “What do you mean? That’s impossible!”

Elena shrugged and looked at me, smiling apologetically. “If a girl had told me all of that, that’s what I would have thought. That she had developed a crush on a good looking, older guy.”

I huffed and sat back, letting my head fall on the desk behind me. “I’m not a girl.”

“Duh, obviously.” I couldn’t see her, but I knew Elena was rolling her eyes in that exaggerated way she always did. “I got nothing else.”

As the bell rang, I closed my eyes and tried to block out the noises of my class. Was Elena right? I didn’t think so. I couldn’t have a crush on a boy. Sure, I’d heard of homosexuals. But no one I knew had ever met one. There was very little difference between them and Santa Claus. 

The teacher came into the class and we all stood to greet her. Despite this being English and one of my favorite classes in the world—mainly because we were an Intensive English class to begin with, and because they split us in two groups, so there were fewer of us in here—I couldn’t focus. I answered when asked a question, but I did it by instinct. My mind was too busy replaying every encounter I’d had with Edi, trying to figure out whether Elena was right. Or, more like trying to prove her wrong. 

***

“Wow, you look rough,” Elena said instead of a greeting. “Did you get any sleep last night?”

Of course, Elena looked all fresh and cute, as always. I had twisted and turned all night, and had only managed to fall asleep in the wee hours of the morning, no wonder she scrunched her face like that at me. I scoffed at her and handed her the bribe, a steaming hot apple strudel and a donut from the bakery. It was her payment for waking up early and agreeing to stand outside with me like idiots, waiting for Edi to come to school. 

I’d needed her for moral support. And because my bullies seemed to never bother me when girls in my class were around, I knew that as long as I was outside with her, I’d be left alone. 

“Okay, let’s get this over with,” she said around a mouthful of strudel. 

The white powder around her lips would have been hilarious any other day. Today… today I needed to focus. Today I was going to look at Edi, really take a serious, in-depth look at him, and decide if indeed I had a crush. I knew it was impossible, but we had to eliminate that possibility. We made our way to school, Elena devouring her prize, while I tried to prevent my stomach from revolting too much. 

We chose the first bench from the entrance, threw our backpacks on it and stood near it. It had rained, so it was too wet to sit on. As time passed, the huge yard filled with students making their way to their next class or to their group of friends. There was movement and there were voices everywhere, enough to make me dizzy. The crowd seemed so thick, I was afraid I might not even spot him. 

I’d been wrong. The moment Edi stepped inside the concrete covered yard, I zeroed in on him. Like my mind had found a way to point me right in the direction of my greatest fear. I’d been terrified he’d catch me and repay me for spouting insults at him. I was still terrified now, but for a very different reason. This could rock the very foundation of my being. 

Edi was impressive. He was tall, broad, and looked like he packed more muscle every day. But not in the bodybuilder way I’d seen on TV. No, he was lean in the work-out-every-day athletic way. Like he was into some sport, or all of them. 

He was wearing dark jeans and a leather jacket, his backpack slung carelessly on his shoulder. A dark blue hoodie was shadowing his face, but his full, perfectly defined lips were impossible to miss. Edi moved with a certain grace, one you wouldn’t expect from someone so tall and strong. As he approached, an easy smile curved his lips, and he pushed the hoodie back. His eyes sparkled with pleasure, and I was dying to know who made him so happy by just entering his line of sight. 

Of course, it was his girlfriend. Sure, she was cute and all. But I didn’t understand why he was so happy to see her. A dull ache pulled at my chest, making it hard to breathe. Whatever, so he was happy to see his girlfriend. So what? Not like high school relationships lasted. 

Wait, what was I thinking? Who cared if they stayed together? It was none of my business. I didn’t care!

“So? Verdict?”

“Huh?” I blinked a few times, the world coming into focus around me. I looked in Edi’s direction, but he’d disappeared with his girlfriend. 

“Are you crushing or what?”

I swallowed hard and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know? You spaced out and practically drooled all over the guy!”

I pushed Elena away and grunted. “I did not! I was just nervous.”

“Okay, you were just nervous. What now?”

“We try again on our next break.”

Elena sighed and picked up her backpack. “This is going to cost you a lot of strudels.”

I didn’t care if I had to buy her a strudel every morning. I was going to stand outside every recess, and keep an eye on Edi until it was clear I did NOT have a crush on him. It couldn’t be. Of all the impossible things, I couldn’t fall for a guy. And at least if I fell for a guy, could I just… maybe not pick the hottest one in school? I knew challenges were good for you, but this was just fighting a losing battle. 

I sighed and followed Elena inside, hoping that in fifty minutes, when our first class ended and I made my way out here, I’d know somehow that I did not have the hots for a boy. 

I ended up spending every ten-minute break between classes propped against some fence or sat on a bench, drumming my fingers on my knee, my eyes glued to the door, waiting for Edi to come out. Every time he stepped through those huge, wooden doors, his girlfriend in tow, my heart shattered a little more. 

I knew this wasn’t the normal crush my friends talked about. I didn’t resent her or feel jealous. I didn’t want to be her. I could be content like this, watching him from afar. I couldn’t imagine kissing him, but I could dream of being close to him, talking to him. Being more like him. 

Despite all that admiration, I knew for a fact I wasn’t just imprinting on some guy I was going to copy to be cooler. No, I really, truly, totally had a crush on Edi. I had no idea how a stupid boy like me went from avoiding someone to crushing on them. It was mindboggling.

Not even a full afternoon spent at Elena’s to talk this through helped. In the end we were both confused, and that led to an ugly fit of laughter, the kind where snot comes out of your nose. 

“You know,” she said, brushing tears from her face, which was so red I thought I’d burn my hand if I touched her, “you really should stop worrying about it. No one cares how it happened. It just did.”

“For an airhead who can’t remember to do homework, you’re pretty smart.”

“Hey!” She slapped my shoulder hard, but my bony physique meant it hurt her more than me. “Don’t be mean to me, I’ll up your strudel payment.”

I giggled and nodded. “Okay, okay. I’ll stop. But, Elena...” I took her hands in mine and squeezed gently. “No one at school can know.”

She rolled her eyes and snorted. “I’m not an idiot. Of course they can’t. You’d never get a moment’s peace.”

***

“Hurry up,” I said, nudging Elena. “We’re gonna miss our window.”

Elena rolled her eyes and sighed. “It’s below freezing. Can we just stay inside?”

I shrugged and looked away, trying to hide my disappointment. “I can go alone.”

“Sure, that won’t look creepy at all.” She pushed herself out of her wooden seat and started for the door. “Move your behind, Seba.”

I grinned like an idiot and followed her outside. It had snowed all weekend, and now an unwelcoming frost had settled outside. Everything in our town had been turned into a huge skating rink – yards, streets, sidewalks, stairs. We carefully made our way down the stairs and stopped at one of the benches. We couldn’t sit on it, but we sure could lean against it.

Elena and I huddled close together, trying our best to keep each other warm and shielded from the freezing wind ruffling the snow. Edi was there with his classmates, as always. He was surrounded by clouds of smoke, even if he didn’t have a cigarette in his hand. His girlfriend smoked and I guessed he joined her. 

I liked her. She looked cute and sharp, and she seemed to care about him. I hoped they were happy. Wasn’t that a dumb thing to hope for? But I couldn’t help it. My crush was slowly expanding into what probably would later make the records as the world’s biggest puppy love. Sure, I wanted to be close to him, revel in his presence, hear more of his voice and his laughter, see his expressions from up close. But at the same time, I liked seeing him with his girlfriend. They seemed the type of couple that were great friends first. Which was what I wanted for myself someday. 

Whenever I fantasized about getting to know Edi, it was always in this dream-like scenery - horse riding in the fields, walking and holding hands on a deserted beach, standing close to each other at the top of a mountain, and he’d kiss me. Always gentle, always his tall frame shadowing the sun. It was as if I knew this only could happen in a fantasy world. 

In the real world, Edi looked happy with his girlfriend. And he was four years older, in high school, while I was struggling with seventh grade. When that unpleasant grade was over, I had to live through another year before I could take high school exams. By the time I’d make it to high school, he’d leave for college. And it wouldn’t be the local university. We were studying at the best high school in town. He’d surely go to Bucharest to study. Or even further away. Timisoara, or Cluj, or Iasi. Out of my reach. 

I had a year and change until all that happened, so I buried the thought of Edi leaving in the furthest corners of my mind. I instead focused on present Edi, the one laughing with his girlfriend and batting cigarette smoke away. The one with the tight ponytail and black and white checkered winter jacket that hugged his frame so perfectly. 

“Wipe up that drool,” Elena said and nudged me. 

I laughed and bumped my shoulder into hers. “Thanks for coming with me.”

“I am never buying breakfast again. You’ll supply it for all the times I’ll freeze my rear off out here.”

“Deal,” I said, knowing I could afford her one strudel now that I was coming to school on foot. 

I’d ditched the bus when it got colder. They were slow and crowded and I would make just as good time taking the shortcuts to school. Besides, half an hour of walking before and after school did a scrawny kid well. It might not help me face my bullies, but it sure gave me stamina to run away faster when needed. 

“So, do you think you’ll ever tell him?” Elena asked, her voice lower than her usual cheery, loud tone. 

“Tell him what?” I knew what she was asking, but dodging was my best strategy. 

“Don’t play dumb. I am asking if you plan on ever telling that hot guy you have the hots for him.”

“Nope.” I shrugged and returned my attention to Edi. She knew better. I could never tell him. If I were a girl, then maybe. I might have gotten rejected, maybe mocked. But I was a boy, which meant I’d be beaten to a pulp if I confessed my feelings to another guy. 

I’d seen the news, I knew gay sex in private had been decriminalized recently. That meant very little. No one was gay out in the open. They knew they needed to keep it hidden. 

“That is so sad,” Elena whispered, and I felt tears stinging my eyes. I wasn’t too heartbroken about not being able to tell Edi. He didn’t even know I existed. But the thought of always looking over my shoulder, always hiding who I was, who I loved, that made me want to run home, curl in a corner, and cry myself into oblivion. Why did this have to be who I was?  

“He’s leaving, let’s go inside.”

For a moment, I considered saying no. I wanted to stay a little longer, collect my thoughts. It was too cold and the teacher would come for our next class. I followed Elena inside, barely making it to our desk before the teacher entered. 

We had geography, one of our two classes per week, and I was suddenly relieved. I’d already been graded, so I could just stare at the blackboard and fake an interest. The teacher’s voice was mellow, the kind that put you to sleep. She exuded calm with her walk, the slow upward move to push her glasses up her nose, and the way she browsed through our homework. 

At the end of the class, I wasn’t doing any better. My mind was going in circles, thoughts of the future plaguing me. 

“Why aren’t we rushing outside?” Elena asked after a few minutes of recess. 

I shrugged and scrunched my nose. “Too cold outside. I just want to stay here where it’s moderately warm.”

She opened her mouth to ask something else, but closed it without saying anything. She gave me a quick nod and pulled a book out of her desk. She was into some spy series that had made the rounds through our class. I’d read a couple of them, but given it up. 

***

I was staring at the window, trying to gauge if we’d get more snow this week. I’d been glad to see the thick, white cover settled over the city. It made everything a little nicer, covering up potholes, garbage, rubbish and other nastiness. But then the snowballs flying at me came one day, and now leaving school was the thing I hated most. 

Mornings were great. I left early, while it was still dark outside, and braved the snow mounds on my path to school. I stopped to grab my usual breakfast from the bakery, but shoved it in my backpack instead of eating it right away. I’d then hurry to school and sit in my chair to enjoy the pastry. When I left though, everyone was leaving. No matter how fast I walked, the guys in our neighboring class always caught up with me. They threw snowballs at me, aiming for my head, and when that stopped being entertaining, they’d catch me and rub cold snow all over my face. It had frozen and I had the bumps on my head to show it. 

Slowly, but surely, these older guys that loved to torment me were taking everything I enjoyed away from me. School used to be tons of fun. Snow was always a delight. Befriending older kids had always been something I’d preferred. All that was gone now. All I wanted was for that stupid winter break to come. 

I’d been avoiding Edi. Ever since that day when Elena had asked me things I didn’t want to answer, I’d refused to chase him like a mad puppy. Although I missed seeing him, this was for the better. Nothing good could come from my obsession. 

“No going out today either?” Elena asked, nudging me. 

“Nah, you know I can’t go. Those bozos from next door would see me and torture me some more.”

She smiled knowingly and shrugged. “Whatever you want. You know I’d come with you if you wanted me to.”

“Yeah, thanks. Some other time.”

Thankfully, the bell interrupted our conversation. Elena knew if she was with me, the bullies stopped their taunts. I didn’t want to get into why I was going to such great lengths to avoid Edi. 

“Okay, pack your writing utensils, books, and notebooks and follow me,” our physics teacher said as she entered the classroom. 

We did as we were told and followed her up the stairs. We went up two flights, making it past the ground floor. The first floor was where all the labs were, and it looked like we were going to see the inside of the physics lab for the first time. 

“Come on in and take a seat,” the teacher said. “We’re going to do some experiments today.”

The physics lab was very different from the chemistry one. There was less light, the sterile, chemical smell was replaced by dusty wood scents. Yet the wonder I felt was the same. Even if we didn’t do any experiments, the teacher did them all, showing us what apparatuses measured what, the tools we could use, and how to check experiment results. 

When the class was over, I was sad. I wished we could spend all day in the labs the school had. It was always more fun. I didn’t care we had to share them with other classes. It just felt like I stepped into another world. A place where learning and fun mixed together and my bullies were forgotten. 

I dragged my feet towards the stairs and when I raised my eyes to watch where I was going, I stopped dead in my tracks. Edi was there, standing in the middle of the hallway, looking right at me. 

I swallowed hard, my palms turning sweaty. I wiped first a hand, then another, on my trousers, just to make sure I wouldn’t drop my stuff.  Some of my classmates passed me by, brushing against me, which reminded me I was supposed to walk. Not stand like an idiot in the middle of the hallway. 

Every step I took got me closer to Edi’s set jaw, focused eyes, and blank expression. Given our past, this couldn’t be good. Still, I couldn’t help taking him in. He was gorgeous, as always, looking like he’d stepped out of some fashion magazine cover. His hair was loose today, which made my heart flutter even more. It looked good on him, that wild mane of hair, straight for the most part, but curling a bit at the ends. 

My heart was pounding, and the world was spinning around me, but I kept walking. I couldn’t face him. Sure, it would hurt more if Edi joined the ranks of my bullies. If that was the only way I could be close to him, then I was happy staying away. 

 “Move faster, you idiot,” Edi said, and I thought I’d faint. A guy brushed past me and stopped in front of Edi. He was tall, even if shorter than Edi, and had the same toned build, only bulkier. 

When they started talking, I exhaled. I’d been holding my breath since I’d heard Edi’s voice. It wasn’t me he’d been looking at. It had been someone else. Relief was quickly replaced by sadness. Even terrified of what he might do to me, I still wanted it to be me who got to talk to Edi. 

Too late, I noticed someone else’s eyes on me. Edi’s girlfriend. My eyes went wide and my heart started hammering its distressed rhythm again. She furrowed her brow and tilted her head, her eyes never leaving me. 

I forced myself to swallow and breathe and darted around them and down the stairs. I had no idea what she’d seen and what had made her think so hard. Maybe she’d failed to figure out why I was afraid. Or sad. Either way, she’d forget about me soon enough. 

***

After seeing Edi in the hallway, it became impossible for me to keep myself from chasing after him every break we got. Elena, as always, stood by me in the cold while I tried not to be too obvious about how I looked at Edi. It was now part of my carefully scheduled daily routine: wake up, pick breakfast, go to school, wait outside for Elena and then Edi to arrive, hope the bullies didn’t get there sooner; go to class, run outside every break, watch Edi or curse under my breath when he didn’t come outside; try my best to dodge bullies after classes, fail most days, go home, eat, do homework, read; stay awake for hours thinking about Edi. Rinse and repeat. 

“So, going outside?” Elena asked, the question sounding too familiar, I wondered why we even used words anymore.

I got up, all excited, then checked my watch. Shaking my head, I dropped back into my seat and sighed. “Nah, too late. The bell will ring in a minute.”

“Stupid bozo.” 

I grunted my approval. I hated our Latin teacher with a passion. I had no apparent reason for it, he certainly seemed to like me. There was just something about him, how he treated some students, especially girls. He always gave them a hard time, while boys, especially those he took a liking to, would breeze through his class. It just made me antsy. I hated being close to him or speaking to him, but couldn’t put my finger on why that was.  I hoped he’d move to a different school. Or city. Or the moon. He was here to stay, though, and I had no say in it. And he always made sure he took up most of our break. 

I barely made it through my next class without catching the teacher’s eye, but not in a good way. I fussed and drummed my fingers on the desk. I played with my pen until the clicking drove Elena insane. I bounced my leg and doodled in the corners of my textbook. It was mostly pictures of our Latin teacher being killed in very painful ways. 

When the bell rang and the teacher finally left, I rushed to the hanger, got Elena’s and my coat, and rushed back to our seats. I threw the jacket to a half-amused, fully-annoyed Elena, and slid mine on, not bothering to button it up. 

“Come on, move.”

Elena sighed and rolled her eyes. “Relax, we’ll be there in plenty of time.”

We were. Bar a few people, most students were still inside. They slowly poured out through the large wooden doors, taking their places on the stairs or on the nearest benches to the entrance. 

I looked and I looked but there was no Edi. The disappointment was so bitter, my eyes started stinging. I was not going to cry! I cursed under my breath to let some of the crushing feeling of sadness and anger out. 

“Stupid bozo,” I said, copying Elena’s earlier words. She placed her small, glove-covered hand on my shoulder and squeezed. Her care and pity only made it worse. I blinked fast, trying to make the tears disappear. I was failing, until I saw her. 

Edi’s girlfriend was leaning against the rail, right at the bottom of the stairs. She held her cigarette close to her lips, smoke swirling up into the frozen air. She sucked on the cigarette, inhaling the smoke, her eyes fixed on me. 

I swallowed, hard, my tears forgotten. My heart was stuttering in my chest, and I couldn’t tell if it was too fast or too slow. She pushed herself up from her leaning position, and when she took the first step towards me, time stopped. 

My mind went blank, my jaw dropped and for a second, everything around me went quiet. As my brain processed what was going on, reality rushed back in and the older girl was standing in front of me. 

“Evelina,” she said, her voice deeper than I’d expected, probably from the cigarettes. Or maybe she’d been born with it. But it had a honeyed undertone, something warm, so I liked it. 

I was staring at her, not saying anything. She tilted her head, half of her mouth going up in an unsteady smile. 

“Elena. This is Sebastian.” Elena nudged me but all I could do was nod. I was freaking out like crazy. Edi’s girlfriend was standing in front of me. Looking at me like I was insane. And she’d seen me. Before, in the hallway. And now. Did she know? Would she tell Edi? Would she try to beat me herself?

“Is he okay?”

Elena’s face was suddenly too close, an evil grin on her face. Then she disappeared. “Nah, I think you broke him.” I heard her giggle and frowned. Elena sure wasn’t making things any better. 

“Sorry, kid. You just looked so devastated.”

I let out a heavy breath and blinked a few times. When I met Evelina’s eyes again, I couldn’t maintain the contact, so I looked down. “Please don’t tell him,” I whispered. 

Evelina chuckled. I flinched when her hand closed around my shoulder, in a surprisingly gentle touch. I looked up quickly, only for a second, but it was enough to catch her brilliant smile. No wonder Edi was always with her. 

“I won’t, don’t worry. I’ll try to be outside with him every recess. If anyone gives you a hard time, tell them you like me.”

My eyes bulged out and I had to look into her eyes. I needed to know if she was serious. I wasn’t sure, but I hoped she’d meant it, so I nodded. 

She smiled that warm, blinding smile again and released my shoulder. “Edi had to stay back to explain something to one of the idiots in the basketball team. He’ll be outside next break.” Evelina winked and made a little salute with the hand she was holding the cigarette with, then turned and went back to where she’d come from. 

“Well, that was surreal,” Elena chirped, reminding me she was still there. 

“No kidding,” I said, and as relief washed through me, I started laughing. It had been too weird not to laugh. Or go insane. I’d take laughing for now. 

***

“Oh, it’s gorgeous!” Elena clapped her hands and hugged me. “This is the best mărțișor I ever got.”

I hugged her and chuckled. It certainly wasn’t the best she’d ever got, but it was the one she wanted. The silly black cat from Sailor Moon she loved so much, not some random spring flower or animal dangling from the traditional red and white ribbon. She kept petting its twisted ribbon and awing at the tiny cat. I took it from her and pinned it on the left side of her chest, Elena’s smile widening. 

I normally hated March 1st. I had to come to school loaded with mărțișoare to give to all the girls in my class and all my female teachers. According to my aunt, it was a nice custom to celebrate the beginning of spring, and all boys should give them to the girls in their lives to show their appreciation. I didn’t like them all and didn’t understand why I had to give them these little gifts every year. But Auntie wouldn’t hear of it. She’d take me to buy them, and she’d always pick such lovely ones. They were always so pretty, that from the mass of mărțișoare each girl got, they always chose mine to wear on their chest. 

“Who’s the other one for?” Elena eyed the remaining one on my desk. She was curious by nature, but it was worse now. She knew I didn’t like any girls, so who it could be for escaped her. 

“Evelina, dummy.” I pulled on her ponytail and she hissed at me. 

Evelina had been a ray of sunshine that broke the curse of my dreaded winter. She’d smile at me every time she’d see me, even wave sometimes. Whenever she could, and Edi was not around, she’d come chat with me and give me little pieces of information that might have not meant much to her, but meant the world to me. It was how I found out what happened when he was gone for a few days and dread had gripped me and wouldn’t let go. He’d gotten a bad cold and had been stuck in bed. Or that the basketball team was playing in a different county and they’d be gone for a full week. 

Knowing more about Edi made me feel closer to him. The best part about Evelina talking to me once in a blue moon was that the bullies from next door had seen it. Evelina was gorgeous and they all wanted to look cool, kind, and accomplished to her. So they’d been acting a lot less cruel to me. It wasn’t all rainbows and butterflies, but I’d take any respite I could. 

“Yeah, makes sense.” Elena chuckled and stuck her tongue out. She did that sometimes and it made her look like a little kid. Kindergarten little. 

“Want to go with me when I give it to her?” 

Her eyes sparkled for a second, but then they dulled out. “Nah, I’ll go some other time.”

I felt sad for her. Elena hero-worshipped Evelina. She wanted to be exactly like her and tried to copy her style. They were too different for it to work, but Elena had become a lot more girly recently. Still, I didn’t insist. I wanted this to be private, so I could thank Evelina properly. 

I was nervous about it, though, and Elena’s furtive glances at me almost made me reconsider. To my relief, the teacher left a couple of minutes before the bell rang. Our French teacher liked punctuality. And if whatever student was on duty was late ringing the bell, she still left on time. Today, that was a blessing. 

I dashed out of the classroom, the little mărțișor squeezed in my hand, and went up the stairs. I stopped at the entrance to the large hallway leading to the teacher’s lounge. Some of the 11th grade and a few 12th grade classes were here. Edi’s class was the second one from the teachers’ lounge to the stairs. 

When the bell rang, doors burst open. Students poured out of the classes. Evelina was among the first to exit her classroom. She always did that, hurrying outside to have her smoke. She didn’t smoke anywhere else but at school, and she wouldn’t miss any chance. 

“Evelina,” I called when she almost passed me by. My voice shook a little but it was steadier than what I’d expected. 

“Seba, hey. What are you doing here?”

I motioned for her to come closer, trying my best to move us out of the stream of students going outside or to the toilets on the hallway perpendicular to theirs. 

She grunted her displeasure, but still followed me. 

“This better be good,” she warned, but her eyes were crinkling at the corners. “Is this about Edi?”

On instinct, I looked around, scared someone might have heard her. I was safe though. I glared at her, but her grin was too much. I couldn’t be pissed at her. 

“Here, I want you to have this.”

She took the little gift with her free hand, her left holding her unlit cigarette. “Oh.” She stared at the tiny hand-painted brooch, her thumb rubbing gently over it. “This is gorgeous.”

I looked down, her praise unexpected. I knew it was a lovely one, Auntie had said so. Not too grown up, but sweet and delicate. Auntie’s words, not mine. Yet the touched and surprised look on Evelina’s face made me feel shy. I knew my face was red, but I couldn’t help it. 

“Thank you, Seba,” Evelina whispered. 

I forced myself to raise my head and gave her what I hope was my best smile. Given how flustered I felt, it probably wasn’t. “No, thank you. For everything.”

“What do we have here?” Edi asked, suddenly there, looking over Evelina’s shoulder. “That’s pretty. Are you her fan?”

It took me a while to figure out the question was directed at me. I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out. I imagined I looked like a stupid fish. Here Edi was, talking to me, a playful grin on his face, and I’d all but forgotten how to make sounds. 

Evelina snorted and ruffled my hair. “Don’t I wish he was my fan? Thanks again, kid, this is awesome.”

I nodded, and thought of something else to say or do. But I failed miserably. Edi tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. His scrutiny was unnerving and I knew, I just knew I’d turned crimson again. 

“I need my smoke,” Evelina said, interrupting Edi’s stare. “Wanna join us, Seba?”

I couldn’t say who was more surprised at the invite, Edi or me. The idea of stumbling my way through an entire recess near Edi was just too embarrassing for me. It had only been a minute, and I’d lost all speech capacity. I wasn’t even sure I could move without falling on my rear. 

“No-no, you go ahead. I… I gotta run.”

I said that last part while running away, head turned to watch them over my shoulder. I nearly fell down the stairs, but caught myself on the sturdy stone railing. I climbed down as fast as I could, but still caught Edi’s question to Evelina. “Did I scare him?”

I didn’t stick around for her answer. I made it to the ground floor and hurried to the basement, not stopping until I was sat in my chair, heart pounding in my chest, short of breath, drenched in sweat, and my face still burning. 

***

Summer was upon us, for real. I hated it with a passion. With T-shirts and thinner trousers, it was obvious how scrawny I was. I’d grown a little taller, but I looked more like a stick figure than anything else. Besides, it was so hot, people came outside only in the first few recesses. Come noon, no one would step outside. The concrete yard surrounded on two sides by the three-story building we were studying in would get to scorching temperatures. The huge tree in the middle, towering over the water fountain, didn’t do much to make the heat bearable. 

The worst part of it was having PE class at noon. At least today the teacher had spared us the scorching heat and brought us inside for class. We’d had the whole gym to ourselves. Unlike us secondary school mongrels, high school students were never around for PE once summer started. Why they needed to torture us, I couldn’t say. 

My luck was even worse today, as I’d been the slowest to change out of the boys. That meant the teacher had picked me to straighten up all the stupid props we used. Mattresses, balls, ropes. Everything had to be stored away in its place. While it meant I’d waste my entire break, it at least helped to focus on this menial task. Otherwise I had to think about how school would be over in a week and I’d spend three months not seeing Edi. Like at all. 

I was so caught up in hauling mattresses on top of each other, their weight, the sounds as they moved when dragged across the floor, counting down until I was done with them all, that I didn’t notice I was no longer alone. 

The rhythmic thump of a basketball on the floor alerted me to someone’s presence. I didn’t turn right away, but when I did, my blood froze in my veins. I knew the guy, he was on the basketball team. His cousin was one of my bullies, the one who’d let up the least. His pleasure of tormenting me and calling me sissy had seeped into his cousin and permeated through the ranks of the basketball team. They’d trip, push, and tease me every chance they got. 

When he noticed I was watching him, the guy smirked. He caught the ball in one large hand and spun it on his finger a few times. He propped the large orange ball against his thigh and slowly walked towards me. 

“What’s up, sissy?”

I knew I should run. I knew I should scream and get out of the gym. But the way he was staring at me, a cruel grin on his face, kept me stuck to where I was. My heart had other plans and was beating frantically, not caught in this weird stun I’d been put under. 

“Aren’t you gonna run?” the guy asked, getting closer by the second. He kept his steps calm, measured, like he was in no particular hurry to reach me. Maybe without an audience he wouldn’t be too vicious. What’s the point of picking on the scrawny, younger kid if you don’t put the fear of god into anyone else?

I swallowed hard and raised my head, glaring right back at him. What could happen? A few pushes, a few slaps across the face? Nothing new, I was used to it. 

“Don’t look at me, you little faggot!”

I flinched at the word. It was new, sort of. Other than him and his basketball buddies, no one had called me that. 

“That’s right, you should be ashamed,” he hissed, now only a heartbeat away from me. 

I looked up at this mountain of a man towering over me. He was bulky and threatening and I realized this wasn’t going to be the usual roughing up. 

My head was swimming and I found it hard to breathe. Dread ran through my veins and my palms were sweaty. This would be the real deal, judging by the way this guy’s face was twisted in anger. 

I knew looking at him was making it worse, but couldn’t help it. I wanted to know where the blows would come from. I couldn’t defend myself, but I might prepare for the pain. 

He extended a hand, reaching out to my face, and I raised my hands on instinct, covering my face. The knee to the stomach came out of nowhere, and I hunched over, reaching for the place he’d hit. 

The punch to my face came right away, even if it barely connected. He was too angry to see straight, spewing “faggot” and “little trash” at me, and I was too wobbly after the first hit to stay still. 

While it barely grazed me, his large fist had done enough to clatter my teeth and burst my lip. I felt the taste of blood in my mouth. I needed to spit it out, but the shock of the blow prevented me from moving my jaw. 

I took a step back, tripping and falling over the mattresses I’d just piled up. The contact renewed the pain in my jaw and gut. 

The guy followed me onto the mattress. I scrambled back, dragging my body as fast as I could. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” He slapped me hard across the face, and I screamed in pain. My skin was burning and I felt dizzy. 

I looked back at him in time to see him close his fist and raise it to hit me again. I squeezed my eyes shut and braced myself, but the pain never came. 

“Hey, what the heck are you doing to him?” 

The voice gave me courage to open my eyes. Maybe it would all be over. 

My savior had spun the guy around, towering over him. 

“The little homo was staring at my rear. He’s always staring at guys’ rears.” 

The guy was suddenly pushed against the wall, and I crawled further. I didn’t want him touching me again. 

“You pussy! You all right, kid?” 

When I finally made eye contact with the guy who’d stopped the beating, I was first relieved. It was Edi, of all people. Then dread returned with a vengeance. What if he suddenly remembered those insults from long ago? What if he decided to join the other bozo and teach me a lesson? 

“Hey, you’re fine,” Edi said, his voice softer. “Just stay here while I take the trash out.”

Edi dragged the other guy out of the gym. I thought I should get up, leave before they came back. I couldn’t. I sat there, assessing the pain I was feeling. All of a sudden, I was shaking. 

I took a few deep breaths, my brain telling me I should calm down. This wasn’t over until I was out of here, heading home where it was safe. The shaking receded in what seemed like an eternity. I reached out to touch my face. It felt swollen and hurt at the light contact. 

Edi walked back into the gym, the guy who’d done this to me trailing behind him. I twitched at the thought of him coming closer, but thankfully Edi sent him after the first aid kit when he noticed. Edi helped me to the nearby low benches and we were both straddling one of them, facing each other. 

“What’s your name, kiddo?”

I looked at him, tilting my head. Why did he care all of a sudden? He’d never cared the times he’s seen me around Evelina.  “It’s… Sebastian.”

Edi smiled softly and winked at me. “Okay, Sebastian. I’m Edi. And this will never happen again.”

The other guy had come back with the kit and avoiding eye contact, a weird look on his face. 

I couldn’t help the smirk. Edi probably had good intentions, but he couldn’t keep the entire school from hurting me. “Sure,” I said, wondering why I sounded so mocking. This wasn’t Edi’s fault. 

“No, really. Toma here,” Edi said, pointing to my aggressor, and then taking the kit from him, “will make sure no one bothers you again. Ain’t that right, Toma?”

So now the devil had a name. Toma. I knew a few of my other bullies’ names, but that didn’t do much. It wasn’t like in movies. Knowing the name of an evil didn’t give you power over it. 

Toma sighed and closed his eyes before nodding. A quick punch from Edi made him groan and turn to look at him. “Speak up, Toma,” Edi ordered. “You could earlier when you spewed trash at this kid here.”

Toma huffed and closed his eyes. “Yeah, fine. I’ll keep him safe.”

“See?” Edi gave me a brilliant smile and that gave me a little hope. Not enough of it to believe Toma would do any of that, but enough to make it home today without going to Auntie to cry my eyes out. “And I’m gonna take care of you too.”

I knew I was smiling like an idiot, but I didn’t care. Edi said he’d take care of me. I didn’t even care if he’d keep that promise, I was just reveling in a million thoughts and scenarios assaulting my mind. That meant spending time with Edi. A lot of it! Tons of moments with Edi close to me. 

I forced myself to wipe my grin off and swallowed. “Really?” 

Edi stopped from cleaning my lip and chuckled. “Yeah, really.”


Early Evening

FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL. Finally! I’d been dying for this stupid summer break to be over. Going back to school was all I could think about and keeping myself busy until now had been difficult. 

I practically ran all the way there. I still walked to school, but now I could do it at my maximum speed without breaking a sweat. Despite my haste, I stopped by the bakery, knowing I’d be starving otherwise. 

Breakfast in hand, I hurried to the entrance. Although I’d expected it, the yard was empty. No one there yet. It made sense, it was barely 9 A.M. and the opening ceremony started at 9.30. Who else would be there half an hour earlier? Especially when all ceremonies started late.

I dropped my backpack on a bench and sat next to it. I sighed deeply and looked up at the clear sky. It was a still hot, bright day, despite it being mid-September. If I got lucky, it would be a warm autumn. I smiled at the thought and relaxed on the bench. I was wearing a bright blue T-shirt and jeans. I was a little hot in the jeans, but unless it was June, no one would get away with wearing shorts to school. Unless they were in PE. 

Excited, but a little bored, I rummaged through my backpack and pulled out a book. I was reading a historical adventure. It took a while to get back into the story, especially since I looked up at every noise, but in the end, I was sucked in. When I came out of a particularly thrilling chapter, the school yard was almost full. 

Heck, how had I missed this? I looked around, trying to spot anyone I knew, but failed. This wasn’t good at all!

My eyes were trained on the stairs, taking in the faces of older students talking and smoking. Someone kicked my foot, and I turned, glaring at whoever had hurt me. My anger dissolved when I realized who it was. 

“What’s up, kid?” Edi said, a smile curving his lips. 

I jumped to my feet, the need to hug him almost overpowering. I knew better though. Couldn’t act like a five-year-old. Or worse, like a fag. “Hey, Edi. How was your summer?”

“Seba, you rascal! You’ve grown taller than me!” Evelina scolded, her sweet smile contradicting her tone. “Get in here,” she said, motioning for me to come closer. She wrapped me in a tight hug and I soaked in the warmth. Other than Elena and my cousins, I had few close friends. Sure, I was friendly with everyone in my class, but none of them would be particularly thrilled to see me again. 

Evelina released me, but didn’t let go of me. She was holding me by my upper arms and looking up and down, examining every inch of me. “You sure are filling out, kid. Looking good!”

I chuckled and shrugged. “Thanks. It’s called growing up. Nothing I put effort into.”

She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Sure you didn’t put effort into it.”

Of course Edi would have told her! After saving me from Toma that last week of school, he’d walked me home and talked to me all the way there. Like a wuss, I’d spilled everything. The year of brutal bullying, all the hazing I got from the basketball team, every mean comment I’d heard. 

Edi wasn’t the type to pity me. I was sure he felt bad for what I’d gone through, but he’d been more worried about helping me than throwing me a pity party. The very next evening, he’d picked me up, with Auntie’s blessing, taken me to his karate class, and told me to sit somewhere and watch. 

His senpai and sensei were both impressive. The senpai, Victor as he introduced himself later, was gorgeous. I had a hard time not staring at him. He didn’t even come close to Edi, but I couldn’t deny he was ripped and beautiful at the same time. 

I’d signed up for classes on the spot. I knew I wouldn’t be in the same one as Edi, he was far more advanced than me, but it didn’t matter. I loved watching, and the idea of following in Edi’s footsteps was so amazing, it made me a little dizzy. 

“Victor tells me you’ve been working hard,” Edi said and winked at me. 

I beamed at the praise, even if it was secondhand and not Edi’s own opinion. “I try my best. Still a noob though.”

Edi laughed and I could no longer breathe. I knew I was staring at him, but I just couldn’t look away. Edi towering over me, happy and relaxed, was my favorite sight in the world. 

I’d been starved all summer. Edi went to karate class in the afternoons, not in the mornings like me. He also worked at a bar every day. He started at six and didn’t finish before midnight. During the day, he didn’t have time for a kid like me. 

I’d maybe seen him three times all summer, when he’d made an effort to hang out with me. He’d invite me to his place and we’d play games or talk or go for a walk. Or all of them. 

Unlike any normal kid, I now hated summer break. I’d been counting down the days until school started again, so I’d finally see Edi every day. 

Evelina bumped her shoulder into mine and pulled me out of my reverie. “Let’s go find a nice spot for the ceremony, kid?”

I gawked at her and blinked a few times. “You mean I can sit with you?”

Evelina’s eyes crinkled with humor. “Well, unless two old geezers like us are going to cramp your style, sure.”

I snorted at her comment. “Yeah, right! It’s probably going to make me ten times cooler and you know it.”

Evelina ruffled my hair and laughed. “Don’t forget to deny the geezer part, kid.”

“I can’t deny reality,” I said and ducked in time to avoid her slap across the head. 

“Brat,” Edi said, chuckling. 

“Indeed, we have to do a better job at educating him,” Evelina said, taking a serious stance. 

“I am more entertaining the way I am,” I said, following them to the basketball court. 

The high school’s basketball court was dug into the concrete, much like an amphitheater. It was tucked behind the shorter side of the L-shaped building and further back was the football court, another concrete patch to run on. 

Every ceremony happening during the school year happened on the basketball court. With its many concrete steps doubling as benches, almost all students in the school would fit into it. The court itself became the stage, a microphone and poor quality speakerphones carrying the croaky voices of the headmaster and other teachers. 

Edi led us to the southern side of the big oval amphitheater and found us seats on the uppermost step. It was far enough you could chat without teachers glaring at you, and it was high up, so that you could still see what was going on. 

Evelina slid a bit to her right and patted the spot between her and Edi. My jaw fell and my eyes bulged out. Was she seriously motioning for me to sit between her and her boyfriend? Evelina knew how I felt about Edi. Why was she doing this?

She winked at me and patted the seat again. I moved and sat, but it was as if my body was reacting while my mind was still reeling. This was bad, this was really bad. As more kids poured into the court, I’d be pressed between the two of them. I’d spend an hour or more with Edi’s body touching mine. Yup, I’d pop a boner that wouldn’t let up, ever. 

Terrified of who might see what was going on, I gulped and tried to make myself as small as possible. I shivered every time Edi’s arm brushed against mine, or when I caught a whiff of his cologne. How would I survive this?

Evelina leaned in, her lips hovering over my ear. “Welcome to the 8th grade, kid. Enjoy yourself, okay?”

I slowly turned, looking at her. My jaw slack and my eyes glued open, I tried to understand her. She smiled at me, relaxed and pleased with herself. She must have been very confident in her relationship if she was willing to do this for me. At that moment, I decided that no matter what her reasons were, Evelina was the kindest person in the world. 

I mouthed “thank you” to her and turned to watch the “stage” as people were milling about, trying to arrange the microphone and the long table they’d brought down. This was the best opening ceremony I’d ever experienced in my life!

All ceremonies were the definition of boredom. This one seemed to fly by though. The zings Edi’s movements sent through my body were delicious and I knew I had a goofy grin pasted on my face. I was hard, painfully so, but I didn’t care. My jeans were thick and tight enough it wouldn’t show and I had my backpack on my lap anyway. 

Every once in a while, Evelina would steal glances at me, a knowing smile on her lips. I couldn’t say I understood her or her reasons, but I was grateful. She’d always been so kind to me, a silly kid with a crush on her boyfriend. What I did understand was why Edi’s smile was so warm and full of love when he looked at her. 

It should have hurt, their loving each other that much. It didn’t. Never having a chance with Edi, that sent pangs of pain through my heart every time I allowed myself to think about it. But Evelina had never been a part of what hurt me. I felt no jealousy towards her, which was crazy. 

Or maybe it wasn’t crazy. I knew by now I loved Edi. My first deep, true, overwhelming love. All I wanted was to see him happy, smiling, laughing. And Evelina always put a huge grin on his face. How could I not care for her by extension? Even if she’d been a total jerk to me, like most of the older kids I’d ran into at our school, she’d still be a person responsible for making Edi happy. 

Too soon, the ceremony ended. It was strange, feeling sad such a tedious affair was over and done with. As we slowly walked out of the basketball court, Evelina wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Smile, kid. It’s going to be a great year!”

“Sure, having exams to look forward to at the end of it makes it amazing.” I snorted and kicked an invisible rock. 

“Don’t complain, kid. You’ve got what? Three exams max for high school admission? We have the baccalaureate exam at the end of 12th grade. Six subjects. Then university exams right after that.”

I grunted, still staring at the pavement we were walking on. Yeah, I knew it was their last year, I didn’t need the reminder. I’d be stuck here for another four years while they’d leave. Edi would leave. 

“Bucharest is close by. We’ll pave the way for you.” 

I looked up in time to see her wink. I grinned in response. Not because the idea of not seeing Edi daily was appealing, but because I now knew. He’d go to uni in Bucharest. The closest option there was, apart from Ploiești itself. But no one went to the local uni unless they had to. Or had a passion for the oil drilling and processing industry. 

Edi bent forward, looking at me around Evelina. “We’re going to a coffee shop, have some cake and enjoy the day. Wanna tag along, kid?”

I stumbled and almost fell, but Evelina’s hand dug into my shoulder as she steadied me. 

“Can I?” I croaked, not sure if he’d meant it or was just being polite and expecting me to say no. I looked between Edi and Evelina, both of them smiling indulgently at me. 

“Of course. I wouldn’t have asked otherwise.”

I wanted to thank him, but all I could do was nod. This was indeed going to be the best year ever. 

As we walked around the corner of the building, I saw Elena slumped on one of the benches. She’d chosen one still in the shade, the first one on the right. Everyone ignored this side of the building, most of the action was where the two perpendicular wings of the building met—the student entrance and the stairs so popular among smokers. 

I stopped in front of her and waited for her to see me. Elena took her sweet time, but the tapping of my foot pulled her out of her thoughts. She raised her head, startled, and sweeping at her tears. 

“Oh, Seba. Hi. How are you?”

“Are you okay?”

Elena looked behind me and noticed Edi and Evelina. “Hey, guys,” she said, faking a smile. 

“Hi Elena,” Evelina said, coming next to me. “We were going to a coffee shop. Want to come with us?”

Fresh tears filled Elena’s eyes. “I don’t want to be a bother.”

“It’s okay,” I said. I took a big breath, needing it for what I wanted to express next. The idea of spending more time with Edi was enticing, but Elena needed me. Edi would be here tomorrow too, even if just from afar. “I’ll stay with you if you don’t feel like going.”

Elena beamed at me, a weird contradiction to her reddened, teary eyes. “You don’t have to do that for me, Seba.”

I snorted and pretended to pull on a lock of her hair. “I don’t have to, dummy. You’re my best friend, what are you talking about?”

She chuckled and stood. “Eh, I can feel sorry for myself with cake. I’d rather join you than sulk here.”

Despite my worry for her, I felt relieved. I took her hand in mine, and Evelina took her other free one. Elena gave me a little squeeze and a quick nod, and walked with us towards the gate. Whatever it was, we’d sort it out. And she was right. Everything was better with cake.

***

“You should go outside, Seba,” Elena said in a flat tone. 

I shook my head and slid closer to her. “This is your last week here. I am not going anywhere.”

“But you’ve barely seen him this week,” she whined, resting her head on my shoulder. 

On instinct, my body stiffened and I stole a few glances around us. I was safe though, no one was inside. It was only the second week of our 8th grade and it was still bright and warm outside. No thirteen-year-old would waste that. 

“He’s not going anywhere. You are.”

She sighed and slumped even more. “I hate my father. I resent my mother. I resent how happy my grandmother is now she’ll have us close by.”

I rested my head on hers and took her hand in mine. If I was honest, I hated her family too. Okay, adults divorced, that was bad to start with. But why was her father insisting on selling their apartment and splitting the money? Did he not care both his daughters would be uprooted and moved all the way to Mangalia? That they’d lose their friends, and have to deal with that on top of the divorce thing?

There wasn’t anything I could do to change the situation and help her stay here. What I could do was spend all my free time with her and listen to her when she complained about the situation. 

“Do you want me to punch your father in the face?” 

Elena chuckled and shook her head, the move making my head shake too. “I don’t think you can do any damage just yet. Maybe we should ask Edi.”

“Done! Today after classes we’ll ask him to knock your father out.”

She sighed and remained quiet. I knew a punch wouldn’t change much. But even a little chuckle was better than the sadness following her around. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll write to you every day. And before you go, we’ll spend all our recesses and afternoons together.”

She nodded and gripped my hand tighter. “Thank you. It means a lot. And I’m sorry I am keeping you away from where you want to be.”

I sighed and bumped my head into hers. “Shut up, silly! I’ll see Edi this evening anyway. And they always say hi after classes.”

The school year had brought a lot of blessings to my life. Because most students were busy with school, karate classes were no longer divided between beginners and advanced students like they’d been all summer. Instead, the huge gym rented at a school a few blocks from where I lived was divided in two. While our sensei trained the advanced students, Victor took over beginner trainings. That meant that I saw Edi three times more each week. After our class was over, he’d always walk me home. It was sort of on his way, but I didn’t care. I just loved it. 

Elena and I sat like that, close and always holding hands until the teacher entered the room. We’d been doing that every recess. The idea of a new town scared her, along with new school, new teachers, new classmates. And no friends. Sure, she had her sister, but that was different. 

“Hey,” I whispered when I noticed her staring at the wall in front of us instead of paying attention to what the teacher was scribbling on the blackboard. 

Elena turned to face me and arched an eyebrow. 

“I’ll write all the time, I’ll call every weekend, and I’ll come visit every summer. I promise.”

She smiled and nodded. “I know. So will I. Except for the visiting part. Mom will never let me.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. “You’re thirteen! What did you expect?”

She grinned and shrugged. “Not to be treated differently because I am a girl?”

I tilted my head and thought for a second. “How would you be treated differently? Auntie always takes me and my cousins to the seaside in the summer. You’d be like fifteen minutes away and I’d have one of the cousins or her supervising. You don’t think I’d do it alone, do you?”

She stuck her tongue out and grinned. “Fine, I get it.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the teacher looking at us over his thick rimmed glasses. I gulped and gave him an apologetic smile, while elbowing Elena. 

***

I’d moved to Elena’s seat a couple of days after she’d left. It was a dreary, cold Sunday when I’d gone to the station to say goodbye and it had rained non-stop ever since. I’d told myself I’d done it because her seat was closer to the blackboard and I could see better. When I was honest to myself, I knew it was because I missed her. 

As we were now an odd number in our class, I did not have a new desk mate. I preferred it that way though. I’d been sharing a desk with Elena for over three years. She was my best friend. I did not intend to replace her. 

It had only been three weeks since she’d moved, but it felt like more. I didn’t feel like doing anything, I just went through the motions of going to school, doing homework, going to karate class, and sleeping. I knew Auntie was worried, but I couldn’t help it. 

I’d already received a letter from Elena with her new address, and I’d sent two back to her. Silly stories about people in our class, or what I’d been up to. I told her what I was reading and that I missed her. Nothing much, really, just our usual chatty nonsense. 

I sighed, checking my watch. Only five minutes had passed of this class. On the upside, it was the last of the day. I turned to look out the window, watching rain drops slithering down the glass. Goodness, it was awful outside! Dark and wet and unwelcoming. 

Someone knocked on the door, interrupting the class. 

“Come in,” our French teacher said, pressing her lips together and glaring at the door. 

Evelina pushed the door open, smiling and perfect as always. “I apologize for the interruption, madam. Mateescu Sebastian needs to go to the teacher’s lounge. There’s a call from his family and he needs to come immediately.”

The teacher sighed and turned to me. “Pack your things quietly and go.” She turned to Evelina, squeezing her eyes. “You can wait outside.”

“Yes, madam, I will. Thank you.”

A million thoughts were going through my head as I packed in a haste, throwing and shoving everything into my backpack. As the desk was one student short, I’d shoved my jacket and umbrella into my former desk, so I didn’t have to go to the hanger in the back of the class. 

I stood up, waiting for the teacher to notice me, said a polite goodbye and hurried to the door. When I stepped outside, Evelina pressed a finger to her lips and motioned with her head for me to follow. 

Our new classroom was on the second floor of the longer side of the building. It was the only one on this floor, and the best part was that the library was right next to it, and it had a large, rounded hallway in front of it. The moment you headed toward the stairs and student exit, the hallway went from large and round to tiny and square. The windows outside overlooked a busy street. On the right side, all the specialty rooms were crammed. History, foreign languages, geography, other humanities, and less important sciences. These rooms were not like the large, bright labs they had for math, physics, or the two chemistry labs. Even the computer science one was a lot better. I liked them a lot though. They seemed warm and cozy and had a lot of interesting maps and pictures hanging on the walls. Not that we’d spent too much time in any of them… High school students still had dibs. 

“Hey, what’s going on?” I asked when we were half way through the corridor. 

Evelina looked over her shoulder and winked. “You’re being abducted.”

“What?”

She turned again and glared. “Quiet, kid. Just follow me and I’ll explain everything outside.”

I sighed but let it go. I followed her down the two flights of stairs and out into the yard. Edi was leaning against the door, sheltered from the rain under the building’s roof. When he saw us, he smiled and opened a large light blue umbrella which he passed to Evelina. 

“Nice work, Evi,” he said, winking at her. 

Evelina grinned at him. “But of course. I am amazing.” She took the umbrella and pulled me under it, her hand around my shoulder as she walked me through the yard. 

Edi was right next to us under his own umbrella. Big and black and making him look even taller than he was. I’d not stepped out of class except for when I went home since Elena had left. I still saw him in karate class but that only made it worse. It reminded me of a cruel fact: at the end of this year, I’d lose them too. 

Now that I was walking between them, I felt better. I’d missed them, especially Edi. They’d given me my space, I supposed. I knew they were busy with their school work and getting ready for all the exams. It baffled me that they’d take the time to sneak me out of class like that. 

My heart swelled to the point it might burst out of my chest, and I smiled, truly, for the first time in weeks. I was an idiot. These two wonderful people, whom I loved in very different ways, cared for me. I’d probably worried them with my sulky mood, my avoidance, and my apathy. Maybe, just maybe, instead of contemplating my awful fate, I was better off enjoying whatever time I had left with them. 

 ***

It was a little cold for a trip to the mountains, but Auntie had insisted I tagged along. My twin cousins, Mircea and Dragos, were a lot more excited than I was. They were both older than me, just home for the weekend from their universities in Bucharest, and apparently family time suddenly became important once you moved out of the house. Just a year earlier they wouldn’t have been caught dead going on a trip with Auntie and me. They’d take me with them, if it was my birthday or something, but having their mother with them was a hard no. 

The train ride to Sinaia had been long and boring. People crammed in the slowest train ever and nowhere to sit. We’d barely managed a seat for Auntie, but the rest of us weren’t as lucky. 

Sinaia was sunny, even if chilly, and as the cable car took us up to Cota 2000, my mood improved. The Bucegi mountains with their bright green grass and fir wood, all dotted with lingering patches of snow, were too breathtaking to sulk. I didn’t even know why I was in such a sour mood. I had nothing better to do with my weekend, I didn’t have much homework. There was just something in me telling me I shouldn’t go. 

I didn’t believe much in superstitions, gut feelings, and premonitions, so I shook myself off and tried to enjoy the day. Once we got to the end of our ride, Mircea and Dragos disappeared. 

Auntie chuckled and rested her hand on my shoulder as we walked to the top of the now empty sky slope. “Those boys! Even here, they’ll go chasing after girls. You’re nothing like them, are you, sweetheart?”

I shrugged and looked down. Of course I wasn’t like them, I didn’t like girls like that. And chasing boys wasn’t exactly something you could do in the open. 

“Let’s go find some hot chocolate,” she said and the weight on my shoulder disappeared. 

“Yes, let’s!” I smiled at her and hurried to the nearby hotel. During skiing season, there were these small wooden shops selling spiced wine, hot chocolate, tea, and coffee. Once the snow melted, they were gone, but all hotels along the ski slopes still served the miracle drink. 

Auntie treated me to two cups of steamy hot chocolate. She knew me well enough to guess one would never be enough. I gulped both down as she sipped her coffee. 

“What would you like to do now?” she asked, looking outside the large window. 

“We could walk around a bit, enjoy the view.” I shrugged thinking a light hike would do both of us good. 

“Sounds wonderful. Maybe we can find those two wayward sons of mine by noon, enjoy a family lunch?”

I snorted and shook my head. “Good luck with that.”

She laughed, throwing her head back. “They’ll most likely wait for us at the cable car when it’s time to go back.”

I shrugged, a grin playing on my lips. “I don’t mind, they always feel guilty and buy me loads of sweets.”

I loved my cousins like brothers. They were always around when I was growing up, and despite the big age difference, they’d always doted over me. They took me everywhere with them, they’d snuck me into movies I wasn’t supposed to see, and always treated me to juice and cake afterward. 

Whenever something bad happened to me, they’d go insane with worry. Or rage. Which was why I’d never told them about the bullying. Auntie had guessed, but after a lot of begging, she agreed to keep it a secret. 

“Is that boy still watching over you?” Auntie asked, as if she’d felt where my thoughts had taken me. 

“Yes, I spend all recesses with him and his girlfriend.” I slipped into my jacket and zipped it up. “Let’s go have that walk.”

We spent a couple of hours going up and down a few trails, admiring the trees and views. Auntie took a few pictures of me on her antique camera. I always shied away from photos, but she insisted, so I tried my best not to look like a robot. 

“You’ve grown taller again,” she said, a strange glow in her eyes. 

“Auntie, if I keep it up, I’ll be taller than the twins.” 

She laughed, but the longing and melancholy still tainted the way she looked at me. “Soon enough, you’ll follow them and run to Bucharest.”

Her sigh broke my heart a little. “Don’t worry, Auntie, I’ll always be a momma’s boy and stick close to you.”

She quickly pecked my forehead and for the first time since I’d started school, I didn’t try to dodge it. She might have been my aunt, but I’d always considered her my mother. The only reason I still called her Auntie was because my father either cringed or got angry when he heard me utter the word “mom.” He couldn’t get over my mother’s death, and he only got out of his apathy when he wanted to lay a guilt trip on me for trying to replace her. 

“I know, son. And if you change your mind, I’ll pull you over my knee and teach you better.”

I laughed, holding my belly and choking a little. “That would look very strange, Auntie, especially if I grow taller.”

The poor woman had never once in her life hit us, although we’d given her plenty of reasons, especially the twins. She had this way of making us feel bad for how we’d scared or hurt her, that we’d end up apologizing and punishing ourselves. I was the more susceptible one to her method of discipline, and I’d end up deciding how my cousins and I would be punished. 

I’d guessed right, my cousins were nowhere to be found at lunch time. Auntie and I returned to the hotel from earlier and had some hot soup, followed by steak, and a very lush dessert. She tried to tempt me with a third cup of hot chocolate, but I was too stuffed to manage it. 

A little more walking and photo taking later, Auntie checked her watch. “Time to go, Seba.”

I nodded, feeling a little sad. Of course I didn’t want to go back. I’d had fun despite not wanting to come in the first place. 

Auntie called the twins—they’d both gotten cell phones before moving to Bucharest—and we decided to meet at the cable car. As expected, they’d found a gift shop and got me a shirt with Sinaia landscapes and some chocolate. 

There were a lot more people around now than when we’d arrived. Other than the four of us, there had been only one other person in the cable car. Now, another group of high schoolers was standing next to us and, in a more private corner, there was a couple standing very close. 

For some reason, my eyes kept going back to them. The guy, a blonde, preppy looking dude, bowed his head and kissed the girl. He threaded his fingers through her hair, pulling her closer. They seemed completely lost in it, unaware that they were in public. 

The cable car pulled in and Auntie nudged me. I followed her closer to the door and waited for people to get off. Probably hotel employees, or tourists staying overnight. We got in and huddled together in a corner of the cart. It quickly filled in, the last to enter being the couple. 

The moment I saw her, my heart fell. No, it couldn’t be! She couldn’t do this, could she? Oh, my goodness, what would I say? Should I say anything? Should I be the one hurting Edi?

Evelina brushed a lock away from her face, and when it wouldn’t stay in place, she flipped her hair. Her eyes landed on me and at first she smiled. As she took in my slack jaw, wide eyes, and slight shake, her smile fell. 

She took a step forward and I frowned, glaring at her. “Hey, Seba, nice to see you,” she said, coming closer. 

I wanted to say something, but I didn’t think Auntie would have appreciated it. I just stood there and stared at her, too shocked to do anything else. 

After a few words exchanged with my aunt that I didn’t pay attention to, she turned to me. “Seba, this is not what you think.”

“So you weren’t sucking face with that guy earlier?” I snorted and shook my head. “I am not that stupid.”

“Sebastian,” Auntie scolded. 

“It’s okay, I think he’s a little confused,” Evelina said, smiling at my aunt. 

I snorted and glared at her. Confused? Like I didn’t know cheating when I saw it. 

“Seba, please.” Evelina reached out to touch my shoulder, but I ducked and moved away from her touch. 

“No,” I said, loud enough for the entire car to hear me, and turned my back to her. I stayed there, glued to the glass, my fists so tight, I felt my nails digging into my palms. I knew I was crying, I felt hot tears on my cheeks, and I sure wouldn’t let Evelina see me. 

The glide down the mountain was awful. I couldn’t stop crying, and Auntie noticed. She moved behind me, hugging me and providing comfort. “It will be alright, Seba. I promise.” 

I knew she had no clue why I was crying. Maybe she thought I liked her. Maybe Evelina had explained when I wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t care though. I needed that comfort. I knew I had to tell Edi. I didn’t want to, but I would. I’d be the one to break his heart, tell him his girlfriend was cheating on him. The messenger always got garbage, I knew as much. He’d hate me for being the bearer of bad news. 

Why would she cheat on someone so wonderful? If I ever had a chance to be with someone like Edi, so smart, and gorgeous, and kind, I’d worship the ground they’d stepped on. Surely I wouldn’t be dumb enough to cheat on them with some bland, uptight looking douchebag! 

When the car stopped, I had to finally face reality. To my relief, Evelina and that guy had already disappeared. I spotted them again in the station, as they were waiting for the same train back to Ploiesti. She was beaming at that stupid guy, her encounter with me already forgotten. Of course, why would she care about me, when she didn’t even care about Edi?

The train we took back home was a faster one, but not fast enough. I felt angry and antsy. It wasn’t fair! Why should I be the one to tell Edi? Maybe I could catch Evelina alone at school. Confront her, force her to come clean. That way, he wouldn’t hate me too much. 

I bounced between disbelief, profound sadness, and blinding rage. I thought I knew Evelina. Was that why she seemed to understand and encourage my infatuation with Edi? Because she couldn’t care less about him? All those random acts of kindness, I’d misread them all…

When I stepped out of the train, the buzz of people in the station made me dizzy. I felt tired all of a sudden, as if the day had been too much for me. Auntie placed a hand on my shoulder and gently nudged me forward. I let her guide me, my entire body sagging under the burden of what I knew. 

“Hey, kid, how was your trip? Hello, Mrs. Duran.” Edi shook hands with my cousins and then smiled at me. 

“What are you doing here?” Fear gripped me, a cold shiver running down my spine. What if he saw them? What if they were kissing or something? I thought he should know, but that wasn’t how I pictured he’d find out. It would only hurt him more. 

“You have to get out of here, Edi! Now,” I yelped, grabbing his hand and trying to pull him away. I wasn’t strong enough though. I turned around to look at him, and his amused look made it all worse. He had no idea what was coming. 

“Come, Edi, please. She’ll break your heart.” Fat tears ran down my face. I was making a scene in the middle of the station. I wasn’t a toddler, so there was no place for this kind of circus. But I couldn’t help myself. 

“Seba,” Edi said in a steady voice and everything around me stopped. 

Suddenly I was pulled toward Edi, and everything went dark when my face sank into his chest, his arms wrapped around me. 

I started crying even harder than before. Here he was, about to see his girlfriend with another dude, and yet this was the happiest moment of my life. Edi had never hugged me before, and this felt like heaven. It felt like I belonged there. 

“Kid, didn’t Evi tell you it’s not what you think? It’s all going to be okay.”

I clung to Edi, not wanting to let go just yet. Maybe it was okay. Maybe they’d already broken up, sometime between Friday at noon and Saturday morning when she’d gone to the mountains with that other dude. 

“Mrs. Duran, can I please bring him home later?” Edi asked. A chuckle rumbled through his chest as I squeezed him harder. “Looks like Seba and I need to have a little chat.”

“Edi, I’m not sure what’s going on here…” Auntie started. 

“Seba here,” Edi said, ruffling my hair, “thought Evi, the girl he ran into today, was my girlfriend and was cheating on me. I think he was a little worried about everyone.”

Auntie chuckled. “Oh, I thought he had a crush on her. Lovely girl!”

I pushed myself out of Edi’s arms and turned to look at my aunt. “No, I don’t like her that way!”

“How do you like me then?” Evelina asked from behind my aunt. The dude from earlier was there with her, an amused look on his face. 

I suddenly felt shy, my cheeks warming up. I bowed my head and shrugged, not sure how to reply. “I dunno. Like a friend or sister or something.”

Like Edi, she ruffled my hair. “Okay, kid, glad we cleared that one up.”

Everyone left, leaving me behind with Edi. I hadn’t worked up the guts to look at him yet. I felt self-conscious and ashamed. I’d totally acted like a snotty little brat, pulling a tantrum because Evelina was kissing some random guy. And I “thought” she was his girlfriend? They were always joined at the hip. Every single moment of the day, they were together. 

“Do you feel like walking home, Seba? That way we can talk.”

I forced myself to look at Edi, despite my red-rimmed eyes and my burning cheeks. “I’m sorry for acting out like that. I just… I didn’t know what to do. How to tell you.”

Edi laughed and wrapped a hand around my neck, pulling me closer. “Nice to know I have a knight ready to protect me.”

I rolled my eyes and elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t be a toe. I was really worried about you. I thought you’d hate me if I told you.”

“I’m sorry, kid. I thought you got it.”

I furrowed my eyebrows, feeling my forehead scrunching. “How would I get that you are not really boyfriend and girlfriend?”

Edi stopped, and his hand choked me a little. “Seba, do you remember that day at the gym?”

I snorted. “No, I totally forgot the day Toma tried to punch me into oblivion.”

Edi rolled his eyes and laughed. “I mean do you remember our talk, on your way back to your Aunt?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Not so well, though. Remember I told you I started karate because I wanted to be safe from bullies?”

“Yes, you wanted to keep your hair long and thought other boys wouldn’t be too nice about it.”

Edi chuckled, ruffling my hair with his free hand. “Seems like you went deaf right after that. Didn’t I tell you I’d expect them to call me fag and gay boy and all that?”

I looked up at him, blinking a few times. What did that have to do with everything?

Edi sighed, his smile gone. “I really have to spell it out for you. I am gay, Seba.”

I stumbled over my feet, too sudden for Edi to stop me from falling. It could have been worse, had he not at least tried. A few scratches and bruises were definitely not enough to register through the shock. Edi was gay? Like into other boys? Edi was like me?

“Me too,” I said lamely. 

Edi chuckled, lifting me up from the sidewalk. “Thought you might.”

“So, like, Evelina is your pretend-girlfriend?”

He shrugged, looking straight forward for a while. “I guess. We never overtly lied to anyone. We just spend all our time together at school, so people assumed. It just happened that her boyfriends were always from other schools. Sometimes even from other towns.”

“I totally believed it,” I said, Evelina’s behavior making a lot more sense to me now. No wonder she didn’t mind showering me with attention and little gestures of kindness, I would never be her competition, even if I had no chance with someone older like Edi. Plus he was too hot. “I have to apologize to Evelina.”

Edi nodded and winked at me. “Probably. She was pretty frantic when she called from the station. She said I absolutely had to be here and explain. She was sad and worried for you.”

I hid my face in my hands and groaned. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay kid, she’ll forgive you.”

***

Ten minutes to ten. The parade would be starting now. All the 12th grade classes would walk through the yard, with funny t-shirts, paper flags, and hand-drawn banners. They’d get a special award ceremony, because their school year was over earlier to give them time to prepare for the baccalaureate exam. 

Evelina had told me all about it, a glow of happiness in her eyes. I’d sat there, listening to her and to Edi’s indulgent chuckle at her excitement. They’d told me to come watch them, and go out with them afterward, celebrate their graduation…

I’d been a coward.  I’d come to school early, sat through classes that didn’t happen because everybody was getting ready for the parade, and when the time had come, I stayed behind. Stuck in my seat, head resting on my crossed arms, feeling the coldness of the desk under my skin. I sat there, staring at the wall to my left and trying to ignore the sounds outside. 

There was a short speech and then the music started. Gaudeamus igitur blared through the poor-quality speakerphones as the parade started. The same song of every graduation ceremony ever, yet today it sounded different. Like it heralded imminent doom. Yes, our lives were short. And my happiness at this school would be gone come next year. 

The music changed to some marching band recording, and later to pop songs as all ten classes marched around the yard, then headed for the basketball court. I tried to wipe my tears away, but it was pointless. So I put my head back on my makeshift pillow and cried until they ran dry. The voice of the headmaster was booming across the yard, calling the names of students and handing them their diplomas. 

If I stayed any longer, I knew Evelina would try to find me. If I wasn’t in the crowd, she’d come up here. 

I didn’t want to be found. I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want to pour out my heart and say I didn’t want to be left behind when Edi moved. I didn’t want to admit that, for the first time, my love felt selfish. For once I wanted something of him. I wanted him to stay here with me. And I felt ashamed. 

I picked up my backpack and stood, looking around the empty room. That was exactly what I felt like, void. Alone. Abandoned. 

Everyone left. Elena, now Edi and Evelina. I didn’t dare think any further back. I couldn’t think of my mother now. She’d had no choice. But I couldn’t help how I felt. It still made me angry that she’d died and left me with Dad.

I dragged my feet across the classroom, the hallway, the flights of stairs, and the hot, barren yard. Cheers and yelps and names recited into the buggy microphone followed me as I left, all the way to the corner of the street. Then the buzzing of cars, people, and stray dogs drowned them. I could still hear them in my mind though. And there was no running away from reality. Edi would leave soon. 

***

I made a face at the weather outside. It looked like it was going to rain again. A shiver ran through me, and I tightened my flimsy jacket around my upper body. This was supposed to be a summer day. It was mid-June, not the middle of autumn. 

Of course, the school administration didn’t care. The ceremony was still to be held on the basketball court. At least it would go faster, what with 12th graders having graduated two weeks earlier. 

I didn’t want to be here, but Auntie had insisted. I’d skipped school a lot, with the blessing of our teachers. They wanted us at home, studying for the entrance exams, so that we could continue studying here next year. Today, my luck had run out. 

It wasn’t like I would run into Edi, they had no reason to be here. But the mere sight of the school made me sick to my stomach. Edi and Evelina had turned this place into paradise, especially after Elena had left. How would I cope without them?

Would it be back to bullying next year? I snorted. Of course not. I was taller now, looking stronger with all the karate training and my new found love for physical exercise. Still, new classmates, new teachers, and no Edi. 

By the time they got to the 8th grade, it was horribly cold outside. The rain had stopped, but a chilly wind kept blowing. They’d first gone through 11th to 9th grades, then switched it to 5th because they were smaller. At least there were only two classes in each secondary school year, so the wait was shorter. 

The court was empty by the time 8A, my class, took its turn. My colleague, Catalin, was the first to go, he’d gotten the first prize. 

“Mateescu Sebastian,” the headmaster called, and I hurried down the steps. “Second prize.”

I ran and stopped in front of him, shook his hand and mumbled a thank you. Diploma in hand, I turned around and stopped in my tracks. 

“Dumitru Mirela,” the headmaster called, and my classmate rushed past me, a grin on her face. 

I remembered where I was, and started walking, my eyes still glued to the railing on the opposite end of the court. Edi and Evelina stood side by side, looking down at me. Edi had his foot planted on the lower string of iron which made up the flimsy railing supposed to prevent us from falling down the large steps of the amphitheater. 

Fresh tears flooded my eyes and I ran to them. They hugged me quietly, although I expected a thorough scolding for missing their graduation. 

“Congratulations, kid, you did well.” Evelina kissed my cheek and brushed my tears away. “We’re not going to the end of the world, you know?”

“I know. It sucks that you’re leaving though.”

“Not enough for you to miss our graduation,” Edi said, bumping his shoulder into mine. He still had to bend awkwardly to do that, but not as much. Soon enough, I’d be almost as tall as him. 

“I’m sorry. I was here, I just hid in my classroom.”

Evelina snorted. “Figured as much, but you were gone when we got there.”

Edi sighed and ruffled my hair. “You’ll do fine, Seba. I’m sure you’re going to love high school.”


Late Evening

THE FIRST DAY of high school sucked. I used to love going back to school. It was fun for a short while, when I knew Edi would be there to wink at me and ruffle my hair after every class. Evelina too. 

The yard was buzzing with students, as always. It felt foreign though, just like my perspective. I felt like I was looking from too high up, especially after the latest growth spurt of the summer. I’d filled out too. Apparently, all it took was a year and a half of dedicating most of my free time to karate lessons, and my own private workouts.

I was only a green belt, so still a noob compared to Edi or Victor or some of the other advanced students, but I had time to catch up. That didn’t change the fact that I felt a little surprised whenever I looked into the mirror. I wasn’t a lanky kid anymore, and I certainly didn’t look much like a girl now, despite my hair getting longer. It was still messy and prone to tangling, but I could pull it all in a sort of pony tail if I wanted it out of my face. 

I passed the cloud of smoke covering the students’ entrance and took the stairs up. When I reached the first floor, I turned to look down the stairs. Edi wasn’t climbing them, in a hurry to get to class after Evelina had kept him outside for too long, just to squeeze in a second cigarette. 

Deep breaths, Seba. Deep breaths. I wasn’t going to cry like a baby! 

That promise was easier to keep when I wasn’t heading straight for Edi’s old classroom. I’d gotten into the same class as him – Mathematics-Informatics. I was going to study in the same classroom he’d been in the year I’d met him, 11th grade. The only difference was that I was studying in the afternoon. 11th grade in the morning, 9th grade in the afternoon. 

I now knew which desk was his, and I was early enough to grab it. The 11th grade had left after their first homeroom class. We’d probably do the same. 

Second to last desk, window row, window seat. I threw my backpack on it and claimed it as mine. I was tall enough I wouldn’t be moved closer to the front. Besides, the times where homeroom teachers decided where we sat had ended with secondary school. 

I pulled out a book from my backpack, propped a knee against the desk to hold it, and started reading. I could at least immerse myself in the story and forget how much I missed Edi. 

“Hey, can I sit here?”

I held a finger up and reached the end of the sentence I was reading. I then looked at the guy who’d talked to me and smiled. “Sure, man, sit wherever you want.”

He nodded, but he looked a little reluctant. I wondered why. 

“You sure? I can move if you want?” he asked, half-seated and caught in between shoving his backpack in the desk and keeping it on his lap. 

“Yeah, of course. Sit down, it’s fine.”

“I’m Adrian, by the way. Adi.”

“Sebastian or Seba.” I shook his hand, noticing it was a cold and clammy. 

“N-nice to meet you.”

I nodded and returned to my book. 

“So are you sure you won’t throw me out of the seat when your friends come?”

I looked at him over the edge of my book and quirked an eyebrow. “Why would I do that? Besides, none of my former colleagues are in this class.” 

He gave me a shy smile and nodded. 

I closed my book and looked at him, paying more attention than before. He was a little shorter than me, with thick glasses, and short, dark hair. Adi wore a plain, white T-shirt and jeans that were too large for his thin frame. He noticed me looking, and immediately averted his eyes. 

All of a sudden, I got it. “I’m not a bully.” It was a simple, soft-spoken statement, but he still jumped a little. “Look, man, you have nothing to worry about from me. I’ve been bullied enough to never want to do it to anyone else, or allow it to happen around me.”

“You got bullied?” Adi asked, looking up and down at me. 

I chuckled and nodded. “I was thin and looked like a girl, according to some older students.”

“Then you grew out of it? Cause that’s not really happening for me.” Adi laughed but there was no humor in it.

“Nah, man, first an older student saw me getting beaten and took it upon himself to protect me.” I shrugged, swallowing down my sadness. “Then I filled out and grew out of the girly phase.”

“I look geeky. That’s why they picked on me in secondary school.”

I nodded, knowing that was a magnet for people trying to prove they were better than you. It didn’t really take much. Just be a little different, look weaker, and you became a target. 

My backpack buzzed and startled me. The sound was higher in volume than I would have expected it for a vibrate setting. I rummaged through the outside pocket and pulled out the mobile phone. I gulped down a fresh wave of loss, and checked the text. 

Welcome to high school, kid. It’s going to be awesome

Thanks. It was better with you guys.

I wanted to stop after ‘you’, but added ‘guys’ before hitting the button to send it. 

Give it a week or two, I’m sure you’ll love it. 

If you say so *winky face*

I’m always right, listen to your elders!

Okay, old man!

Brat! Take care of yourself.

Will do. 

I smiled and stared at the small black and white screen for a while. I treasured this cell phone. Not only because Edi had given it to me, with his and Evelina’s numbers already stored, but because it used to be Edi’s. He’d gotten a new one from his father after graduating, and he’d bought a pre-paid card and set this one up for me. To make it easier to keep in touch, he’d said, and my heart had almost burst out of my chest. 

“Girlfriend?” Adi asked, a teasing grin lighting up his face. 

“I wish!” I sighed and put the phone back into my backpack. 

***

Come on, you stupid train! I couldn’t wait anymore. I’d been here half an hour earlier, and the train was ten minutes late. I was frozen, impatient, and so full of enthusiasm, I could barely keep myself from shouting my displeasure. 

I hadn’t seen Edi in ages. Since he’d gone to university, other than texts and our frequent emails, I didn’t have much contact with him. He was busy with school and he was also working. Two jobs! He tended the bar at the gay club in town, and also worked for a couple of days each week as a beta tester at a software development company. 

I’d seen him briefly during the summer between my first and second year of high school, but only for a couple of hours. Now he was here to stay for a week or so. He wouldn’t leave before the New Year. Which meant… a week in Ploiești, so definitely a day or two where I’d see him. 

The announcer’s voice croaked over the station’s sound system. It sounded as if he were dying and had something stuffed in his mouth at the same time. I picked up enough words to figure it out: the train would be here in five minutes. 

I moved my weight from one leg to another, craning my neck to catch a glimpse of the incoming train. When I finally spotted it, crawling towards the station, I let out a huge breath. No more waiting!

By the time Edi got off the train, I was convinced he’d missed it. It felt like everyone else had poured out of the open doors, except him. He was tall and unmistakable, I couldn’t not spot him in a crowd. 

My face lit up when I finally saw him, but it was short lived. Edi looked really bad. He had dark circles under his eyes, he looked pale, and his normal easy-going, open attitude was nowhere to be found. He frowned at people walking past him and bumping into him, and I noticed he swore under his breath. 

“Edi, over here,” I said, my voice still too enthusiastic for how apathetic he looked. 

Edi turned in the direction of my voice and when his eyes landed on me, he smiled, his whole face lighting up. “Hey, kid, what are you doing here?”

I shrugged and looked embarrassed. “I came to pick you up.”

He snorted and extended his hand. “Want to carry my luggage then?”

I took the bag he’d handed me. It wasn’t particularly heavy, and he only had another backpack to carry. Somehow, I felt like I’d done something wrong. Like the surprise I’d thought of hadn’t been the best move. 

Edi wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me into a half hug. “Thanks for the welcoming party,” he whispered. 

I smiled at him and nodded in response, but the moment I looked away, my cheerfulness was gone. Something was off, I could tell. 

“I’m sorry, Edi,” I said when we reached the cab station. 

He stopped in his tracks, his head tilted to the side. “What are you sorry about, kid?”

“I shouldn’t have come like this. I wanted to surprise you, but…”

“But what? I love surprises like this, you know that.” Edi smiled and placed his hand on my shoulder. 

That gesture of reassurance only made it worse. “Please don’t lie to me. You don’t want to see anyone right now.”

Edi sighed and his shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to lie to you. I am happy to see you. I just… it’s hard putting up a happy front. And I’ll have to do it at home, I don’t want Mom to worry.”

He was telling the truth, I could tell. It didn’t make the situation much better though. “Does she know you’re coming on this train?”

Edi shook his head. “I called her, but she was at Grandma’s. Signal sucks over there, so the only thing I managed to tell her was that I was coming today.”

I nodded and tightened my hold on his bag, turning toward the bus station. “Okay, let’s go to my place then. No one’s there. Dad is working and Auntie is cleaning at her house today.  You can relax for a bit, listen to some music or something.”

Edi blinked a few times, staring at me as if I were an alien. “Thanks,” he whispered and motioned to a cab. “We’re taking the fast way there though.”

We didn’t talk much during the cab ride, or while I made us some sandwiches in my tiny kitchen. I was a little more settled knowing that I hadn’t upset him, but I wasn’t exactly thrilled he was in such a bad state. 

I’d only seen the confident side of Edi, the fun parts of him. This was the first time I’d seen him upset. Sure, I’d seen him swearing at a video game, or annoyed it started raining, but truly hurt? This was a first. 

I felt weird. For some reason, I felt selfish and idiotic. Why had this surprised me as much? I knew Edi was human, he had his problems and worries and fears to deal with, like everyone else. Yet seeing him like this… it felt unreal. A bit like seeing a god bleed. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked, munching on my own sandwich. 

Edi looked at me, his eyes warm, a little smile curving his lips. “Boy trouble,” he said, and bit more of the sandwich. 

The answer hit me like a ton of bricks. My ears were drumming, my heart was erratic and my sandwich trembled in my shaky hands. By some unknown miracle, Edi wasn’t looking at me. He was staring at some point on the wall, high above my head. 

He started talking, mentioning the guy by name, and explaining their whole complicated history to me. I should have felt good. He considered me a good enough friend to pour his heart out like that. To tell me all about his impossible love and this jerk Robert who’d apparently gotten into to the habit of treating him like garbage. 

Alas, I was a dirty, nasty friend. All I could think about was my own pain, my own heartbreak. Edi was in love with someone and that cut through me in the worst way imaginable. I felt like I was exploding on the inside, and soon enough, it would show. 

When Edi was done, I was seething with anger. I clenched my second sandwich and bit pieces out of it as if I was punishing it. My fingers dug into the bread, leaving large holes. 

Still chewing, I looked into Edi’s eyes. “If I ever run into this Robert dude, I’ll wring his neck.”

Edi snorted and picked up an apple from the fruit bowl set between us, in the middle of the table. “There he is.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him. 

“My knight in shining armor,” he said, grinning like he always did. It should have felt like a mockery, but it felt warm. Like he was touched by how protective I was. 

I rolled my eyes, and shoved the sandwich into my mouth. “Duh! Always, you idiot.”

Just like that, with a simple statement, my heart settled. It had been over three years since I’d first seen Edi. About three since I’d realized I was in love with him. A lot had changed since then, yet my love for him was pretty much the same. Despite my selfish outbursts, and my burning desire to one day have him, all I wanted was for him to be happy. In the end, it didn’t matter he was in love with someone else. Whatever sort of douchebag he chose. If that person made him happy, I’d stand by Edi and help him out. Or listen to him when he was hurting. No matter what, I’d be by his side, loving him quietly and in secret. 

***

I jumped out of the train and looked around for Edi. The North Train Station was buzzing with people, too many to spot him immediately. I tried to get further from the door and walked toward the station’s building. 

A strong grip on my shoulder had me freezing on the spot. I was just about to turn and force the hand away when I heard Edi’s chuckle. “No need to fight me, kid.”

I turned and hugged him, my heart thundering in my chest. “Were you trying to imply I stood no chance?” I asked when I’d released him. 

Edi shrugged and seemed to think about it for a second. “Well, you don’t stand a chance anyway…”

I punched his shoulder and he laughed. “Where are we going now?” 

Edi put me in a headlock, and ruffled my hair. “Calm down, kid. I promised we’d do anything you want. You won’t be bored.”

This was my birthday present, three days in Bucharest. I had to beg for a bit to convince Edi, who’d tried hard to say no. He wanted to come home instead and spend time with me. He’d gotten overprotective, more so than usual, after being exposed to the capital city. I knew he had university colleagues who partied like crazy, and I was underage. But I’d never give him trouble. 

We took the subway to the Polytechnics University campus and I was thrilled. I looked around the car, taking in the weary people, the loud students, and people milling about each stop along the way. It was a short ride from the station, and then a bit of a walk to Edi’s building. I loved every second of it. 

Edi had this amused but understanding grin on his face. I imagined I might have looked ridiculous, getting excited over the most insignificant things. But I couldn’t help it. This was Edi’s city, his life. It was all a wondrous world to me, one I hoped to be allowed in soon enough. 

“Oh my goodness,” I shouted once we were inside Edi’s dorm room. I’d dropped my backpack in the middle of the room and stepped back towards the door. I was standing there, hands threaded through my hair, holding it back as I took the room in. His bunk bed, the other bunk beds, the view of the Dâmbovița river just outside the windows. 

Edi laughed and shook his head. “So you’re excited, huh?”

“You bet your rear I am!” I threw myself in his arms and he squeezed back. So hard, I couldn’t breathe, but it still felt perfect. “Man, thank you so much. I can’t wait to be here.”

“Two more years, kiddo. Just do well in school and you’ll be here.”

I snorted and looked pointedly at him. “A year and a half, you mean.” It was a little more than that, but somehow it felt important to point out I had a shorter wait before me. It made not seeing him much more bearable. 

“So what do you want to do?” There was a bit of apprehension in Edi’s voice. Not sure what he expected me to ask, but he was probably right to worry. 

“Can we go to the movies? At the mall, I mean? I want to see one at the Multiplex.”

Easy choice, I knew, and Edi agreed without fighting it. 

“Anything else?”

I bit my lip and fussed, not sure how to phrase my next request. He might have been only four years older than me, but he was still an adult now. If anything happened, he’d be held responsible. 

Edi’s grin widened and he tilted his head, a strange look in his eyes. “Come on, Seba. Speak up.”

I smiled at him, but looked away, focusing on my fingers. “Can we… can we go to the club?”

I hoped he wouldn’t make me spit it out. He must have guessed what club I was interested in. He worked some nights and weekends there as a bartender anyway. Besides, I was gay. 

“You can’t go in, you’re underage.” Edi’s frown, the way he scratched his head, it made me think there was still hope. 

“Oh, come on! Can’t they make an exception for you? I mean, you work there and all.” I subjected him to my very best puppy dog eyes. I wasn’t above begging, not with something this important. 

He sighed and rolled his shoulders. 

“I’ll try to pull some strings. But you’ll stay behind the bar with me and have a look at everything.”

I started to jump around, too excited to stay still. “Yes, fine. I’ll do whatever you want.”

“What are you, five?”

I stopped jumping around to glare at him, but my grin was too hard to contain. 

Edi placated my pretend-anger with the promise of pizza. I loved pizza. I loved it even more when I thought of going for a meal with Edi at a campus pizza place. 

He took me to a student joint called Roxy. They had two rows of long tables with wooden benches on each side, separated by the walkway leading to the P22 dorm. There was a window opening to the actual kitchen where you placed your to-go orders. They had a couple of waitresses getting food and drink orders from the tables, but service was a bit slow. 

By the time we had soda and our Roxy specials in front of us, I was starving. Not enough to stop me from looking around all the time, asking all the questions that went through my head. Were all these people students? Did any of them go to Edi’s classes? Did he know the waitresses by name?

Edi tried his best to keep his cool, answer all my questions, and make sure I ate my food before it went cold. I didn’t care, cold pizza was awesome. 

“Will I see Robert while I’m here? I’m so curious about this guy.” I did my best to speak the words casually, schooling my face to look open, maybe intrigued. 

Edi’s smirk said I’d failed. I’d threatened bodily harm on several occasions.

“Haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks, kid. Not sure that’s going to happen.”

I frowned and looked down at my remaining slice of pizza. “But I thought things were good between you two.”

“They were, for about a month, but then he suddenly got too busy to see me. He’s been dodging all communication with me.”

I looked up at Edi just in time to catch the flash of hurt crossing his face. “What a douchebag!” 

Edi looked at me for a while, not saying anything, his eyes searching for something. For a moment, I thought I might have done something wrong. If anyone had said something like that about Edi, I would have punched them square in the face. I’d said something bad about the guy Edi loved. I deserved that punch too. It didn’t come though. In the end, Edi smiled, his eyes weary and his face void of that streak of pain I’d cause with my questions. 

“Okay, done!” I said, pushing my empty plate further onto the table. “Movies? Now?”

He winked and dangled a wet wipe in front of my eyes. “Clean up and we’ll be on our way.”

I quickly wiped my mouth and hands on the wet wipe and followed him out of the little terrace. We went back to the metro station and I chattered all the way there. I told Edi everything about karate class, school, all the video games I’d played, all the movies I’d seen, and, of course, everything I’d read. He kept smiling through it, nodding here and there, sharing his opinions every once in a while. 

I knew I was talking too much. I was too excited, and had missed him terribly. I wanted him to know everything, and despite being quite sure he was indulging me, I couldn’t stop. I just hoped I wouldn’t wear him out before we even made it to the movies. 

“I want to see everything,” I told Edi when we got to the mall. Vitan was the first one built in Bucharest and I’d never been. I wanted to see a movie there, have my first multiplex experience. It sure was going to beat the Communist legacy, the one-movie-a-week cinema I went to back home. It was cold both in summer and winter, and by the time I got to see a movie, it had been running in Bucharest for months. 

“How about the new Matrix?” Edi asked as we were making our way to the escalator. 

“Sounds awesome,” I threw over my shoulder, too busy looking at the window shops to turn to him. 

Edi chuckled. “Okay, I see you’ve lost all interest in me. Let’s go get our tickets, and then we can do a tour of the shops.”

I turned and grinned at him. “Sounds like a plan.” I wanted to add something about never ever losing interest in him, but thought better of it. 

Mall Vitan was indeed huge, an underground floor, the ground floor with the coffee shops and clothing stores, then another floor filled with shops of all kind. The second floor was for entertainment, so it was jam-packed with sit-down restaurants and the food court fast food joints, the multiplex, some gambling place that I ignored despite its size, and some random coffee and sweet shops. 

Tickets in hand and a promise of popcorn and nachos later, during the movie, we were ready to take the mall by storm. The first shop that Edi pointed out was huge, spanning its own floor above the cinema and food court which were on the second floor. I’d missed it at first, but the moment we entered it, I knew we weren’t going anywhere else. It was a computer and electronics brand, one of the top few in Romania, and we both got lost in perusing it. Laptops, desktops, computer parts, sound systems, they all fascinated us. 

What got me hooked the most was the gaming section. There were so many video games on display, I didn’t know what to check out first. 

“Hey, kid, looks like they’re showcasing some new game. Let’s see what you can do.”

“Oh, sweet.” I hurried to the test PlayStation they’d set up for the game. It was one of my favorite action games, so my grin reached from one ear to the other, stretching my face so much, I doubted I’d ever stop smiling like an idiot. I’d never played on a console before, I was a PC guy because that was all I had at home. But I got used to the controller fast enough and drove my car everywhere to get a feel of the city. Nothing like an action-packed adventure before an equally thrilling movie!

“Time to go,” Edi said much too soon. And I actually whined like the little kid that I was. 

Edi ruffled my hair and pulled me away from the console. “Make sure you pass entrance exams and move here,” he said, a mock-growl in his voice. “If you do, I’m definitely buying us a PlayStation.”

I looked at him, eyes wide and jaw slack. “Really, you would?”

He shrugged and smiled. “We’d both have a blast, so why not? I assume I can’t come up with any better graduation present for you.”

“Oh, man! No, that’s perfect. I’ll be a Polytechnics student in no time, you’ll see.”

I rode the high of the day, the excitement of the future, all through the long queue to get our snacks and a gazillion commercials before the movie. No matter how amazing the buzz was, it wasn’t close to enough to distract me from everything Edi was doing. Soon after we’d taken our seats, he’d gone quiet. 

Now he looked distracted and hurt. I hoped it wasn’t something I’d done. A poor attempt to give him his space lasted for about two seconds. When he didn’t immediately answer my call, I snapped my fingers in front of his face to get his attention. “What’s wrong? You’re so pale, you look like death.”

“Sorry, kid.” Edi took a few deep breaths, his hands clenching his knees. “Robert’s sitting a few rows down from us.”

“So what? Go say hello and let’s enjoy the movie,” I said, quickly shoving some popcorn down my mouth. I hoped he wouldn’t want to drop me home and hang out with Robert. But I’d definitely take that over me having to tag along while they kissed and whatever. 

“He’s not alone.”

My eyes snapped at Edi who was staring straight ahead. The mongrel was finally going to get his face bashed in! “New conquest?”

Edi shook his head and sighed. “Nope, official girlfriend as far as I can tell.”

“What a douchebag! Can I throw my popcorn at him?” I tried to keep my tone cool and casual, like I didn’t want to jump over the rows of movie watchers and kick the trash out of that little prick. 

Edi looked at me for a few long moments, not saying anything. Like he considered the possibility. “Nah, kid, don’t waste it.” He leaned back and reached out for my popcorn. 

He seemed to be sucked into the movie, but I couldn’t focus on it. I was more concerned with Edi and how he was doing. His face looked calm, relaxed, he only frowned in critical moments of the action. But something still felt off. Maybe the stiffness in his shoulders. Maybe that tic in his jaw. Separately, they didn’t mean much. But all together, while Robert was there with some girl? I wasn’t born yesterday. Maybe two days ago, but not yesterday. 

By the end of the movie, I had it. If I couldn’t beat the mongrel, Robert had to pay some other way. I leaned closer to Edi, grabbing his shoulder. “Did you ever try to give him a taste of his own medicine?”

Edi shook his head, frowning at me. I rolled my eyes, and whispered, “Make him jealous, dummy.”

He blinked a few times, then his frown deepened. “With whom?”

Okay, he clearly couldn’t see me as more than a silly kid. I huffed and pointed to myself. 

In that moment, it felt as if Edi was truly looking at me for the first time. His eyes roamed over me, taking notice of who I was now, and exchanging that reality for the scrawny kid image he clearly clung to. I was tall, broad-shouldered, and had put on quite a bit of muscle. With my hair longer and loose, and a bit of scruff, I could pass for someone a year or two older. If I didn’t act like myself, that was. Auntie always told me that she could almost believe I was a man, right to the point where I opened my mouth and made some dumb joke. 

A wide grin lit Edi’s face. “You’re on, kid.”

My heart beat so fast, I had to do something before Edi heard it. I winked at him and took another mouthful of popcorn, for courage. “Just follow my lead,” I said, getting up and walking towards the exit. 

I hadn’t managed to spot Robert during the movie, but now, standing and with the lights of the cinema on, I noticed him. I’d seen some pictures, most of them smuggled by Evelina. I wouldn’t have spared him a second glance if he hadn’t been the man Edi loved. 

It wasn’t me being petty. Robert just wasn’t the type of guy that registered with me. He was good-looking, in a sleek way. Like a pretty snake that’s of better use dead and turned into a purse or something. But the cruel twist of his smile, the way his green eyes seemed to look down on people, Robert was the type of smug mongrel I’d avoid at all cost. 

I timed my steps perfectly. Got to the bottom of the stairs, bent down to tie my already tied shoe. Fiddled with it until Robert got close enough, then stood up and turned around to face Edi. Because Edi had stopped a step higher than me, turning meant I was blocking Robert’s way. And that I had a good view of what the douche would do. 

Robert tried to sidestep Edi, but his girlfriend noticed the tall dude standing there. Recognition flared in her eyes, and she took a step closer to Edi. “Oh, hey. I know you, right?”

Douchebag Prime rolled his eyes and cursed under his breath. 

“Hey there, nice to see you again.” Edi was all smiles, like he really was super pleased to see her. Maybe he was, I couldn’t tell. She seemed nice in a genuine kind of way. 

Edi nodded at Robert as a greeting and stepped next to me. 

“I’m Sebastian,” I said, shaking the girl’s hand. “Did you enjoy the movie?”

“Mihaela. Yeah, loved it!”

Robert fixed his eyes on me, as if only now discovering I existed. I leaned into Edi, who immediately wrapped his hand around my shoulders. Robert’s lips turned into an ugly snarl, but that only made me giddy. I turned to Mihaela, who was as big a Matrix fan as I was, and talked pros and cons of each movie. 

I caught Robert’s silent exchange with Edi who grinned back at his lover’s glares, and I almost lost my train of thought. I wondered if this really had been a great idea. Robert seemed pissed, Edi acted amused. But had I just made sure they’d run back to each other? I hated the idea of Edi with Robert. I was jealous, to my very core, but that wasn’t why I never wanted them together. It was the ease with which Robert hurt Edi that bothered me. It made my blood boil with anger. I knew it wasn’t the first time. But I sure hoped it had been the last.

When we said our goodbyes and I could turn my back on Robert, I felt like I could breathe a little easier. Still, some heaviness was still there, pressing down on me. Some odd feeling that Robert would be a very hard to displace fixture in my future life in Bucharest. Nothing good could ever come of it.

Edi must have noticed my fading enthusiasm, because he bugged me about what I wanted to do before going to the club. My brain went blank for a while and I just stared at him. Then a brilliant idea hit me. We could go back to his dorm and play games. 

I could do that, playing games was relaxing and part muscle memory by now. I could do it under any circumstances. The game would keep us busy and I’d forget all about Robert and ever running into him. 

***

The club was nearly deserted, and although Edi was working, there wasn’t all that much to do. On the first night he’d taken me, it had been hectic. People dancing everywhere, on the dance floor, at the bar, on the tables, in the hallway leading to the toilets. It was a crazy nonstop party and I couldn’t help but grin and stare at everything. I’d sat for most of the night on a bar stool behind the bar, tucked to be out of both Edi’s way and the other bartender’s. Adi was his name, like my desk mate’s, and although he was dark haired, tall, and handsome as Edi, that was where the similarities stopped. Adi was in your face, loud, and hit on everything that moved. Edi was friendly and open, but never smug. 

Now that I was here on a Sunday, I realized why Edi didn’t work weekdays. Even tonight the crowd was too thin to justify two bartenders getting paid to do nothing. 

“Come on, kid, let’s dance,” Adi said, pulling me out of my chair. I looked around for Edi, but he’d stepped into the storage room, so he couldn’t save me. 

Adi grabbed my hand and tugged, then dragged me to the empty dance floor. He spun me around, gripped my hips and plastered himself to my back, his chin resting on my shoulder. He swayed and I moved with him, kind of loving the song, but not really feeling like I should dance to it. 

Once we started moving, more of the scarce guys spread around the club joined us. It wasn’t a crowd by any definition, but it felt like it to me. I’d never danced like this, touching everywhere, all flirty, with one guy, let alone a bunch of them. 

It was heady, the feeling of being in a place where I could express myself. Unlike Edi, I’d never had a pretend-girlfriend, and I’d stopped caring about what people thought. When asked directly by a few of my colleagues and close friends, I’d tell the truth. I had no interest in girls. It hadn’t progressed beyond that. I was too far gone in my infatuation with Edi to think of someone else. 

Tonight felt different though. I craved these men’s attention. I wanted Adi to hold me close, move his body with mine, both dancing to the same rhythm. It was weird, but I desperately needed to be noticed by someone. Edi never would, not with Robert present. The mongrel had been texting and calling nonstop since the movie. I’d successfully made him jealous and I’d paid for it. Edi had avoided him, but I caught him sometimes, when he let his guard down and let his mind loose. He’d get this faraway look, a bit jaded, a lot hurt. I knew who he was thinking of and it tore me apart. 

Adi must have gotten tired of dancing, because he pulled me off to the side of the floor. 

“Idiot, I need a drink,” he said and grinned at me. “You’re one hot piece of rear, kiddo. Where has Edi been hiding you?”

I smirked and rolled my eyes at him. “His hometown. I’m only here for a quick visit.”

Adi sighed and shook his head. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and walked me back to my seat behind the bar. “Shame, I’d love to get to know you better. And by that I mean get you naked.”

Behind him, Edi was glaring, a funny contrast to Adi’s flirty smile and wiggling eyebrows. Edi grabbed Adi’s shoulder and pulled him away from me, just as he was reaching for my crotch. 

“He’s underage, you moron,” Edi muttered. 

Adi’s eyes went wide and he tilted his head. “How old are you, Sebastian?”

“Just turned seventeen.” I shrugged, feeling my earlier cheer fading. Surely, Adi wouldn’t be too pleased. 

To my surprise, a wide grin split his face and he shrugged Edi’s hand off. “So he’ll grow out of it soon. Worth the wait to get a taste of such a sweet piece of rear.”

Edi groaned, holding his forehead in his hand. “For idiot’s sake, man! Drool all over him in a year.”

“Deal. You just make sure you bring him back here.”

Edi glared at me, but I couldn’t stop smiling. Adi was as obvious as they came. He’d idiot everything he fancied, and he wouldn’t look beyond someone’s looks. He was good looking and he knew it. He’d flirt and grope and make his intentions known. 

He wasn’t what I wanted or was looking for, but dang it all to perdition, he was great for my ego. Adi’s advances, the way he’d touched me while we were dancing, it all made me feel wanted. Like I was appealing to someone, and not just someone unnoticeable beyond friendship. 

“Time to go,” Edi said and threw my jacket at me. 

I jumped off my chair and followed him. His back was stiff as he rushed out through the employee exit. 

It was too late to go to a metro stop, and the night buses were a joke. I followed him to less lit alleyways as we took the shortest route to the nearest taxi stop. We got into the first one with a recognizable company name, and to my disappointment, Edi rode shotgun.

He didn’t say much or look at me during the short ride back to Regie. At this time of night, it took under ten minutes to get there. Edi refused to talk after we got off, and walked straight to his dorm. Once inside, he turned the lights on and threw his keys on the table. 

“Okay, what the heck is your problem, Edi? Why are you so angry?” My eyes went wide at the harshness of my tone, but I rolled with it, crossing my arms over my chest. 

“My problem?” Edi growled and clenched his fists. “What the heck were you doing with Adi tonight?”

I rolled my eyes and smirked. “It was just a little dance, Edi. We didn’t mess on the dance floor or anything.”

“Oh, he wanted a lot more than that!” Edi laughed, but there was no humor to it. 

“So what if he did?” I arched my eyebrow and glared at him. 

“For idiot’s sake, Seba, you’re seventeen! And in my care?”

I snorted and turned my back on him. “That would sound a lot more convincing if I didn’t know when you started having sex.”

“You promised to behave this weekend.”

I turned on my heel and glared at him, fists clenched and my upper body pushed forward. Maybe there was a bit of foam at my mouth, I wouldn’t know. I just imagined that should happen when you were seething with anger. “Back off, Edi! I just wanted to know how it felt to be wanted like that for one night. Maybe,” I yelled, throwing my hand in the air, “just maybe I got a chance to kiss a guy. You know, like any normal teenager would long before turning seventeen. I’m gay, Edi, or have you forgotten other gay dudes aren’t lining up back home?”

He grimaced, pain and maybe a little shame mixed in it. But I wasn’t done. “I’ve never in my life given you any trouble. Not once when I spent time with you did I act like a stupid kid that’s out to cause damage. So what if I wanted Adi to come on to me? I just wanted a taste of it. Or what, do you think I’d bend over and have him idiot me over the bar?”

Edi sighed and ran his hand through his hair. As it was still in a ponytail, all he accomplished was to mess it up and make himself too cute for me to breathe in the process. He looked at me and smiled, then stepped closer. 

I could guess what was happening, but I was too stunned to react. Edi’s face approached mine, his eyes trained on mine. His hand slid through the hair on my nape and tightened, pulling me closer. 

Edi’s lips touched mine and it was like electricity zinged through me. Goodness, it was so powerful! And yet so soft, how he pressed his lips to mine. His tongue flicked my bottom lip and something inside me snapped. 

I wrapped both arms around him and pulled him closer, parting my lips for him. I prayed to anyone who was listening that I wouldn’t faint, and I didn’t. But I came close when his tongue touched mine. I had no idea what I was doing, but I was pretty good at following his lead. I’d done it for years. 

All too soon, it was all over. “Happy birthday, kid,” Edi said and pecked my lips once more. 

I grinned at him, not trusting myself to speak words. 

“Goodness, you’ll leave a trail of broken hearts behind you when you move here,” he said, and pulled me into a hug. 

Maybe he’d done it out of pity. Or maybe he’d wanted to show me how it was. Maybe he’d even enjoyed the kiss a little bit. I couldn’t be bothered to care why. I was too busy being delirious over the fact Edi had just become the first boy I’d kissed. 


Nightfall

“IS THAT ALL OF IT?” Edi asked, looking down at the two duffle bags and two boxes I took out of my father’s car. Auntie, who had driven me all the way to Bucharest, chuckled and picked one of the duffles. 

“I have my computer on the back seat.”

“Seriously, this is all?”

I shrugged and looked away. I didn’t have a lot of clothes and all my money went into games and sci-fi books. I’d only brought the ones I hadn’t read and a few favorites. “I didn’t bring my winter clothes yet.”

Edi picked the other duffle and one of the boxes. “Let’s do this then.”

It took us no more than ten minutes for the two trips needed to bring everything inside. Auntie kissed us both goodbye and left, pretending not to be crying and trying to hide it with a nervous laugh. 

“Welcome to Bucharest, kid,” Edi said, grinning at me when I returned from walking Auntie to the car. 

“Thanks, Edi. I really appreciate you taking me in for the summer.”

“Eh, you hardly ever give me trouble. And I can still kick your rear.”

I rolled my eyes and started putting my desktop computer together. “Thanks for the job, too.”

Edi shrugged and picked up one of my boxes, placing it next to my computer, on the small desk that he’d assigned to me. “You earned that all on your own.” 

He’d found me a terrace close to our dorm to work at as a bartender. I’d had a few high school summers to practice at Edi’s old job. I’d started as a waiter and moved my way to bartender. Technically, I’d only done that job after turning eighteen. In reality, I’d spent my final summer vacation of high school covering up for this or that bartender that couldn’t make it to work one evening. 

“The money will be good for sure.”

Edi chuckled and ruffled my hair. “It’s not like you pay huge rent. And your father is giving you money every month you’re here, no?”

I shrugged and refused to answer. I didn’t want to guess how many times my father would forget about sending me that money. He tended to forget I existed when I was back home, it would be far easier now that I’d moved to a different city. 

“Hey, don’t worry about it. If your father forgets about it, I am sure your aunt won’t. And besides, I’m here.”

I smiled but didn’t look at him. I appreciated everything Edi did for me, but the thing with my father still ate at me. I didn’t want Edi picking up on it and insisting we talked about it. 

“So, are we going out tonight?” Edi asked, wiggling his eyebrows at me. 

“Sure. The club? Or do you want to go somewhere closer?”

Edi considered it for a moment, while I held my breath. I kind of didn’t want to hang out at a gay club. I knew things with him and Robert had been off for a while now. I wasn’t looking forward to seeing him with another guy. 

“Nah, let’s find a bar close by,” Edi said, running his hand through his hair. “Too tired to go downtown.”

I grinned and nodded. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

Edi waited patiently while I arranged all my stuff in my side of the small closet we shared. I took my books out and lined them up wherever I could. Some on the small desk, some in its drawers. My CDs, mostly games and movies, came with their own vertical rack, so that one was easy. 

When I was done, I looked around. This was going to be my home now. This room I’d share with four other guys. My top bunk with Edi sleeping in the one under it. My university across the street and over the river that divided it from the student housing buildings. 

It felt big. Like a milestone I hadn’t expected to affect me much. I’d wanted to be here so badly, I should have been thrilled. Instead, I was worried. What if I didn’t make it? What if I disappointed myself, Edi, and my aunt? What if I’d made a huge mistake, choosing my school based solely on the fact Edi went here?

For a moment, I thought I was about to lose it. Then I remembered I’d looked into this. I was a complete goner when it came to Edi, but I’d actually checked out other careers and other cities. I’d just been relieved to find out my top choice was indeed the best one. 

“You okay, kid?” Edi asked, coming closer to me and frowning. 

I smiled, though I felt a little tired. “Yeah, everything is going to be great.”

Edi winked and bent to pick his wallet from his bed. “Excellent. Now let’s go get some food and then let’s find some place to celebrate your moving here. Preferably with alcohol.”

Despite our solemn promise to Auntie that my diet would consist of more than burgers and pizza, we kicked off our living together with pizza. We had planned on having burgers the next day for lunch. And after the weekend, maybe we’d go for something healthier. 

Bellies full and zero desire to go back to the dorm, we went straight to the P26 pub. Officially, it was a pub, or so the name claimed. Once the clock stroke 11 p.m., they’d turn the music louder and turn it into a club. 

For now, it was early, so we sat at one of the wooden tables on the ground floor, starting our evening with a couple of beers. 

“Cheers, kid!” Edi said, lifting his beer in my honor. 

I responded in kind and took my first sip. It was weird, being out and drinking like this. I’d turned eighteen a while back, but I hadn’t really drunk while still in school. Now that the exams where over and I was here with Edi, I could indulge. 

And indulge I did. I sampled a few cocktails, drank more beer, and even tried a tequila shot! It tasted bad, but the rush of finally doing something I’d only seen in movies made up for it. 

By the time the clubbing part of the evening started, we already had a few good hours of drinking and pretending to hold a coherent conversation. The blaring music wasn’t adding too much to our cheer, so I jumped at the opportunity when Edi asked if I wanted to leave. 

The moment we stepped outside, the cooler air woke me up a little. Edi leaned on me, his arm going around my shoulders. He was still taller than me, but not by much. Somehow, I didn’t want that to change, so I hoped no more late growth spurts happened. 

“Glad you’re here, Seba. We’re going to have so much fun!”

Warm air brushed my cheek as he spoke, too close for me to be able to breathe or think. His body was warm and touching me all over as we awkwardly walked back to our building. I wrapped my hand around his waist, just in case he needed support. That was such a blatant lie, I was sure I was blushing. 

It was perfect, holding him like this. Having him lean on me for support. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. Edi kept talking, his face so close, his mouth sometimes brushing loose strands of my hair. It would have been so easy, turning my head a little to my right, kissing him. I wasn’t drunk enough to risk that, too afraid he’d react badly and send me away. 

We made it inside without any of us getting severely hurt. It was a surprise, because we both seemed to have an increasing amount of lead in our feet the more we moved. We stumbled a bit before I managed to turn on the lights. It was hard to stay upright when we weren’t leaning on each other, but we managed to take our shoes off. I helped Edi into his bunk, then wondered how I’d get up into mine without breaking my neck. 

“Hey, Seba,” Edi mumbled, pushing himself up on one elbow. “Don’t bother trying. Come here.” He patted the spot next to him on his bed, and I thought I’d die right there. 

“Umm, s’fine. I can make it.” I wobbled closer to the fire-escape style stairs leading up to my bunk, but Edi’s hand on my thigh stopped me. 

“Please don’t. I’m too drunk to help if you get hurt. C’mon Seba, get in.”

I sighed and slid next to him, trying to leave some room between us. Edi had other plans, he pulled me close and wrapped me in his arms. 

“Sleep tight kid,” he whispered, kissing my temple. 

There wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to keep my boner from happening after that. Or to put me to sleep in the foreseeable future. I closed my eyes and snuggled closer to him. It didn’t matter he didn’t feel the same about me. I was just going to enjoy this moment of drunken cuddling and remember it for the rest of my life. 

***

“Seba, where are you?”

I opened the door of the tiny bathroom and stuck my head out. “In here, what’s wrong?”

Edi turned around and grinned at me. “We’re moving!”

“What?” I was holding my toothbrush in one hand and using the other to secure a towel around my hips. He’d caught me in the shower, trying to gain some time by brushing my teeth and washing up at the same time. 

“We’re moving, we’re not spending the summer in the dorm.”

His enthusiasm was contagious, but I had no clue what I was happy about. “Where exactly?”

“Found us an apartment. You’ll be close enough to school, but it will be just us. And lots of closet space!”

I stood there, foamy toothpaste dripping out of my mouth and stared at him. Edi had talked about moving into an apartment when he finished uni. He planned on getting a master’s degree, but he didn’t want to spend two more years living in a dorm. He’d mentioned taking me with him, but I honestly hadn’t expected him to. Thought he’d leave me behind to fully experience student life or something. 

“You don’t look happy,” Edi said, propping his hands on his hips. “Changed your mind about moving in with me?”

I shook my head and turned to spit the toothpaste into the small sink. “No way! I thought you might have.”

Edi frowned and stared at me. “Why would I change my mind? I promised. And I love living with you.”

I shrugged and gave him a shy smile. “Awesome. When do we move?”

He sighed and closed his eyes. “If nothing goes wrong, this weekend. I can’t wait to be out of here!”

While I loved living in Regie, being close to all the bars and pizza places, I understood why he wanted to move so badly. Regie was loud, obnoxious at times, it was hard to sleep most weekends, and studying when there were parties around was impossible. 

Sleep deprivation was something you got used to, and you became more inventive about where to study with every exam session you survived. Sometimes it was so bad, that even the spell I was under was breaking. I’d been dreaming of living here for years, and now that I’d done so for a year, I was ready to move on. 

“You’ll finally be able to bring guys home,” Edi said and wiggled his eyebrows at me. 

Don’t, just don’t panic. Smile and nod. Smile and nod. Somehow, that aspect had completely escaped me. We’d have private rooms. And no questioning eyes of other roommates to worry about. Edi hadn’t been with Robert in ages, they’d only rarely hook up. He wasn’t celibate though, and I knew as much. 

Seeing him with another guy though? That was new territory and I was already feeling my heart breaking. Idiot, this was going to be a huge adjustment. 

“Cool,” I said, shoving the toothbrush back into my mouth to hopefully mask my disappointment. I motioned to the still running shower with my head and retreated into the bathroom. 

I could do this. I probably could do this. No, I was messed beyond belief. I’d never get used to the idea of seeing Edi with a guy. How exactly had I managed it with Evelina? For idiot’s sake, I’d never been jealous of her. I had to think back, find a way to pull that off again with whoever Edi would date next. Just not with Robert. If that idiot reappeared, I wasn’t going to hold back any punches!

When I got out of the shower, after spending far too much time brushing my teeth and washing up, Edi was gone and Evelina was the only one in our room. 

“Kid, what took you so long?” She sighed and looked at me as if I’d offended her. 

“Where’s Edi?”

She shrugged and tilted her head. “You’re looking good like this, fresh out of the shower. If I cash in all those favors I did for you in high school, would you strip for me?”

I huffed and turned my back on her, not feeling like putting up with her jokes. 

“Okay, what’s wrong?” Her voice turned serious in a heartbeat, but I didn’t want to get into it. 

“Sorry, just tired.” I focused on rummaging for clothes in my closet, but I couldn’t find the jeans I wanted. 

“Seba? C’mon, don’t trash me. We have a thing. I tease you about being a hottie, you bite back and make comments about me being elderly.”

I sighed and let my head fall, resting it on the pile of clothes I’d rummaged through. “Exam sessions kind of take the combatant spirit out of me.”

Evelina snorted. “Sure, that’s it! It’s not like I know you or anything. So what did Edi do this time?”

“Nothing.”

“Is he seeing Robert again? Is that why you’re so pissed?”

I grunted and pushed the closet door closed. “Idiot, no! But… he said something about me being able to bring guys home.”

“Ah.” Evelina stood and came closer. She leaned against the closet and reached out to brush a strand of hair away from my face. “So you figured out he’ll be able to bring guys home, is that it?”

I nodded and looked into her eyes. There was no judgement or pity there, but the sadness was unmistakable. 

“Seba, I don’t think he knows these things hurt you.”

I rolled my eyes and threw the T-shirt and jeans I was holding over my shoulder. “Of course he doesn’t.”

“Why don’t you tell him?”

I arched an eyebrow and stared at her. At first, she held my gaze, but eventually looked away. “Fine, I know why.”

I sighed and mirrored her position, leaning against the closet. “We both know he’s still hung up on Robert. He’s not seen him much, but every time that happens… well, the effects are there for months.”

Evelina nodded and slid closer to me. “You have to figure out if this friendship you have with Edi is that important to you. If it’s not, if how you feel about him overrides it, then stay here. You’ll only torture yourself if you move in with him.”

I chuckled and touched my forehead to hers. “What are you talking about? It will be hard to see him dating other people. But I am moving in with him. He’s my best friend, that’s never going to change.”

She squinted at me and pressed her lips together. “One day, Seba, it will be too much. You’ll either tell him, or you’ll leave.”

I shrugged and looked out the window. “I know, but that’s not going to happen any time soon. I hope I can one day tell him exactly how I feel. Until then, I think Edi needs me as much as I need him. One day, if I am lucky, he’ll realize I am a lot more than someone who can play the non-sexual boyfriend parts.”

She snorted and shook her head. “You understand him a lot better than I give you credit for. You are right, he’d not be so wrapped up in Robert if he didn’t get the affection, camaraderie, and companionship he craves from you. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t see how lacking whatever he has with Robert is.”

“Edi is in love with Robert. He knows exactly who and what Robert is. He just… can’t help himself.”

It was ironic, how well I understood Edi’s situation. And how I envied it. I was in love with Edi and couldn’t help myself either. But unlike Edi, I’d never gotten the chance to touch or kiss or hold the man I loved. Sure, he’d kissed me when we’d celebrated my seventeenth birthday. But that had nothing to do with him wanting to kiss me. Life sucked like that sometimes. So I swore to myself that I’d date people, see what was out there just in case my day of total bliss in Edi’s arms never came. 

***

By the time all our stuff was carried inside the apartment and arranged, Edi and I were sweaty and exhausted. It had been a long day, carrying stuff to the new place, one trip with Evi’s car, and a couple more on the subway, carrying our smaller stuff. On our second trip, we were cursing ourselves for not taking a cab. But now that we only had a few things, it didn’t make sense anymore. 

“Push me into the shower,” I said, collapsing on the new couch we’d gotten. To top off our exhaustion, new furniture we’d bought had been delivered a couple of hours ago, and we’d had to move it around and put some of it together. 

“I don’t have the strength.”

I turned to look at Edi who was sprawled on his side of the couch. “Maybe we should crawl there. I could slide off the couch, but I am pretty sure I can’t stand.”

“Just stay put until we recover.” 

“I can’t, I stink.” I took a huge breath, preparing myself for the muscle pain I’d feel when I moved. Other than being bone tired the soreness was manageable. I’d hate myself in the morning though. 

Edi chuckled at me as I dragged my feet to the bathroom. “You are a braver man than me, Seba.”

I closed the door behind me and stripped, dumping all my clothes in a pile on the tiled floor. I got into the shower and turned the water on, sighing at the hot spray hitting my skin. I loved this bathroom. It was my favorite place in the apartment. No more sharing with two other dudes, no more worrying over the sudden lack of hot water, no more banging on the door and shouts to hurry up. This was clean and comfortable, and we had tub and shower combo. 

I would not miss living in the dorm. Sure, it was cheap, fun, and close to school. But the constant noise, the crowded, dirty bathrooms, the inability to cook a meal that wasn’t microwaved, all those made it less fun after the first few months. 

The apartment was great, but I was still a little upset about the rent arrangements. Edi wouldn’t allow me to pay my full share of the rent. Well, none of it, actually. I’d pay half of our expenses and food, and that was it. I was a poor student with a part time job, he said. It was trash, but I couldn’t change his mind. I’d have to wait till I graduated to pay rent. 

I wrapped a towel around my hips, collected my clothes and stepped out of the bathroom. I nearly collided into Edi, who caught and steadied me.

“Sorry, kid, was too slow to get out of the way.” He chuckled, but it sounded weird. A little choked. 

“No worries. Thanks for not letting me fall face first.”

We slid around each other, and I tripped on my jeans. Edi caught me again, and I chuckled. “Sorry, I am clumsy today.”

He only grunted in response and stepped into the bathroom. I looked at the door closing behind him and wondered for a second why he’d gone so quiet. 

I went to my room, dropped the dirty clothes in a rattan basket and threw myself on the bed. The cool sheets felt good on my skin and I spread my arms and legs to cover as much as I could of my king size bed. 

The sound of the shower running almost lulled me to sleep, but only a couple of minutes later, the water stopped. Edi was quick for how tired he looked. 

“Hey, kid, wanna order some food?” 

I pushed myself on my elbows and turned my head to him. He was standing in the doorway, wearing nothing but a pair of dark and rather tight shorts. Goodness, he was gorgeous, his skin glowing in the sunset light. 

Edi groaned and his eyes fluttered closed. “I’ll call for some pizza,” he muttered, turning his back to me. 

What had that been? If I didn’t know any better, he’d found it arousing, seeing me sprawled all over my bed. I looked over my shoulder, seeing the towel had loosened up and wasn’t really covering much. 

Huh, that was new! I had never imagined I’d have an effect on Edi. I pushed myself off the bed and found a pair of jeans and a sleeveless top to wear. I couldn’t dwell on Edi’s moment of weakness. He’d attempted dating after his last breakup with Robert. Nothing serious, and certainly not too often, so it was no wonder he might be horny. 

Dressed and ready to ignore whatever had happened earlier, I went into the living room and sat on the couch. 

“Pizza will be here in thirty minutes,” Edi said and came to sit next to me. 

It wasn’t anything overt, but I felt a certain coldness coming from him. Like he was trying to sit a bit further than normal. Keep me at arm’s length. It hurt a bit. Okay, it hurt a lot. But I understood, or thought I did. 

“Want to play something?” I asked, pointing at the brand-new PlayStation. It was our second one, we’d played the first one into the ground, us and our former roommates. 

“Sure.” Edi picked up his controller from the coffee table and waited for me to start the game. We’d been in a racing mood recently, and found some generic street racing game on our previous trip to the mall. 

We started the game, but it felt strained. Like the normal taunts and fun were missing. Or the constant attempts at pushing the other off balance. It hurt a little more that Edi was so unwilling to touch me. 

To my relief, a few games in the tension disappeared. Edi relaxed and was now his normal self. Yet something inside me wouldn’t settle. My mind was reeling, wondering why the idea of us having sex drove him so insane. I told myself it was our friendship stopping him. Or the fact he’d known me since I was a thirteen. My heart still hated it, despite my reasoning. 

Pizza and a cold six-pack of beer arrived and I was thankful to my core that Edi had ordered alcohol. I gulped down half of a bottle before he even got a chance to open the pizza box. 

Edi switched off the game and found a movie to run in the background. We clinked our bottles together and dug into the food. There was no time to talk. Nor breathe. The first bites we took made us realize how starved we’d been. If I thought back on it, we’d only had a quick breakfast and then forgotten about lunch in all the flurry of moving stuff here. 

We opened two more bottles of beer after gulping down the pizza and relaxed on the couch. The movie was still on, but I had no idea what it was about. I kept bouncing my leg, anger slow-burning inside of me. I felt it amassing, just waiting for a reason to explode. 

“Seba, what’s wrong?”

I inhaled and exhaled, eyes closed, clutching my beer. “You’re acting funny and it’s pissing me off.”

Edi frowned and turned on the couch, tucking one leg under him. “Funny how?”

“Like earlier, when you were trying so hard not to touch me? Or during our game. You lost three times before shoving your shoulder into mine.”

Edi sighed and looked away. “Sorry, it’s just…”

“I was half-naked on the bed. I get that part. What I don’t get is why it freaks you out so much.”

His eyes widened and he swallowed hard. “It freaks me out because you’re my best friend.”

“So?” I sounded like a brat. Again. Goodness, when would I ever grow out of that? 

“Seba, that would complicate things.”

“What, sex?” I stared at him, hoping he’d feel the challenge and look at me. “You’re horny. Idiot knows I am. So what’s the big deal that makes you act like you’ll sign off your soul if I give you a boner.”

Edi chuckled and shook his head. “You’re the most important person in my life, you idiottard. Of course I don’t want to risk losing you.”

I huffed and rolled my eyes. “Why would you lose me?”

Edi groaned, but he finally looked at me. My anger was reflected in his eyes and it made me shiver. “Because I want to forget you into oblivion, and that’s a bad idea. I don’t want to hurt you. We’re too close for sex not to complicate things.”

I sighed and let my head fall onto the couch. “Edi, you’re in love with Robert. We both know that. I don’t know why, but that’s a whole other matter. I am single. There are no complications here. So no, you’re not getting rid of me if we ever end up. I’ll still be your friend afterward.”

He smirked and pulled my hair. “Such a wise guy.”

I laughed and returned the favor. “Unless you’re a lousy lay. Then I won’t be your friend anymore.”

Edi chocked and started coughing. “You little idiot,” he wheezed out. “I’m a great lay.”

I handed Edi his beer and he took a few gulps to ease the coughing. When he placed it back on the coffee table, our eyes met and we froze. I felt the air changing, everything going quiet. I forced myself to breathe and prayed what would come would be the best kind of storm. 

Kissing Edi had been something I’d dreamed about for ages. I’d imagined it in any possible way: sweet, hurried, slow, dirty, passionate, aggressive. Nothing of my feverish teenaged fantasies or those I’d experienced later in life came close to the reality of it. 

His lips touched mine, only barely, and that was enough to send electricity through my entire body. I felt like I was melting inside, while the outer body came alive, powered by lust so strong, it was almost paralyzing. 

I pressed my lips to his, slow but firm, hoping it wouldn’t break the spell. Edi moaned and the rush of air from his mouth to mine made me shiver. I licked his bottom lip, then sucked it into my mouth, the sensation so perfect, I was trembling. 

Edi grabbed the back of my head and held me in place while his tongue explored my mouth. I held on to him, dizzy with everything I was feeling. Goodness, it was amazing! Better than anything I’d ever experienced. I felt the faint taste of pizza and beer, and underneath it all, Edi, the one spice that would drive me permanently insane.

It felt like forever, the time we spent there on the couch, kissing and touching each other. Yet when Edi broke it, it seemed far too soon. 

“Let’s go,” he whispered and winked at me. 

I took the hand he held out to me, and let him drag me to his bedroom. His room was slightly bigger than mine, and to me, it looked more adult. Fewer posters, game cases, and clothes thrown everywhere. It had always felt like a forbidden place, the part of the apartment that belonged only to Edi, where I was only a guest once in a while. 

Now, even if only for a night, he wanted to share this sanctuary with me. I was high on the thoughts and sensations and everything I was feeling. I scolded myself though. I wasn’t supposed to think of feelings. Edi didn’t know anything about how I felt. And he’d made his worries and stance on what this would be pretty clear. He couldn’t find out I’d lied through my teeth. 

Edi stopped near the edge of my bed and pulled me closer to him. “You looked so perfect earlier.” He reached out and pulled the hem of my top, helping me take it off. “So hot, sprawled all over your bed, your rear on display.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “You’re the one to speak, parading all that gorgeous body around, nothing but shorts on?” I raised an eyebrow and stared at what he was wearing. Like me, he’d gotten a T-shirt on after our awkward exchange earlier. 

Edi rolled his eyes but took the tee off. I gasped at the sight of him. I’d seen his strong arms, broad shoulders and chiseled abs so many times before. Ever since he was in high school when we used to change in the same locker room after karate practice. This was different though. It wasn’t a little glimpse, stolen when he wasn’t looking. He’d undressed for me, and I could touch and lick and feel every inch of him. 

I bent forward and closed my lips around his nipple, sucking and moaning at the same time. Edi arched his back, pulling me closer to him. I wouldn’t have let the now hard nub go, but there was so much more of him to explore. His chest, his neck, back lower to his other nipple, and lower still, over his quivering abs. 

I pulled his shorts down as I fell to my knees and buried my face in his crotch. I thought he might have groaned, but I was too mesmerized with his hard cock to be sure. Idiot, he was gorgeous! All hard and leaking, just for me. I might not have Edi the way I wanted to, but this state of him, this was all my doing. All for me. 

I licked at his shaft, my lips tingling as I dragged them up, the sensation too powerful. I lost myself in the taste, in the sucking, in the way I bobbed my head up and down his cock, like I had to gulp it all down again and again. I wasn’t particularly good at this, I knew. I had so little experience, him disliking it couldn’t have been a shocker for me. But I was like an addict who’d gotten a strong dose of the good stuff, and maybe my enthusiasm was enough to compensate for my inexperience. 

Edi’s knees trembled, I could feel them against my torso. I knew I was shivering, but seeing him come undone so easily, that made everything spin around me. He threaded his fingers through my hair, and I thought he was going to mess my mouth. Instead, he pulled me off and I panicked. Idiot, he really hadn’t liked it. 

Before I had time to work through my rising fears, I was flat on the bed, Edi on top of me. He straddled me, pinned my hands above my head, and kissed me until I was too lost in it to care about my earlier panic. 

“Mmm, I taste good on your tongue,” he murmured. The words went straight to my cock, and I thrust up, seeking friction. 

Edi kissed the side of my neck, then slid lower, kissing his way downwards. I moaned and shivered and arched my back, unable to hold still. Every kiss or lick or touch, no matter how light, felt like a shock, like electricity. 

He unbuttoned my jeans and lowered them to mid-thigh. He groaned and stopped for a second, letting his head fall. “Idiot, Seba.”

“What’s wrong?” My voice broke and I tried to swallow, but my throat was suddenly parched. 

“No underwear. “

“Yeah, I was in a hurry…”

I choked on my own moan when he swallowed me whole. Idiot, it had never felt like this. So amazing and intense, I thought he was sucking my very soul through my cock. My fuzzy brain finally made the connection, and I realized he’d been turned on by my lack of underwear. Goodness, I was slow and panicking over every minor thing. 

Too soon, my vision went blurry. I flailed around, reaching for him and trying to form the words asking him to stop. It was divine, what he was doing with his tongue to the tip of my cock; it was exquisite, the pressure he put on my hard shaft. But I didn’t want to come so soon. 

Edi grabbed the base of my cock and squeezed. “Don’t worry, I won’t let you come just yet.”

“Oh, thank idiot,” I whispered pushing my cock into his hand. 

He released me, bending over to the side table. He fumbled for a bit, then took out a bottle of lube. His eyes bore into me and he grinned. “Take your jeans off and get on your hands and knees.” 

Without thinking, I did exactly as he’d told me. Now that I’d complied, my rear exposed to him, my brain caught up with me again. Should I tell him? Did he know? I’d never gone further than blow jobs and a quick jerk-off session. Would he think less of me if I had no clue what I was doing?

Cool gel slid along my crease and I shivered. “Sorry, still kind of cold,” Edi said. He kissed my lower back, his hand circling my nipple and pinching it. I moaned and I arched my back, pushing my rear higher. 

Edi chuckled and kissed along my spine, wrapping his body around me. His still cool fingers reached my crease and started rubbing circles around my hole. I hissed at the powerful sensation and he stopped, fingers frozen. 

“Is this okay?”

“Idiot, yes. Don’t stop.” I was panting, worse than a dog in heat, but him touching me there was out of this world. I knew, theoretically, that it would feel good. Practice was way more than I could have imagined. 

He started rubbing again, closer circles, the touch warmer now. I sighed, pleased at the renewed movement, my head falling on my arms. Edi closed his long fingers around my cock, timing it perfectly with him breaching me. 

It was a bit uncomfortable, but not too bad. The now relaxed muscles and his long, slick finger had made the intrusion almost seamless. After a beat, he pulled his finger out almost all the way and pushed in again. The sensation was strange, but not something to weird me out. The more he did it, the more intrigued I was. 

Edi’s mouth on my back and his hand on my cock distracted me as he got me ready. He added another finger, which added burn to the stretch, but it was gone as soon as it came. He moved his fingers slowly, in and out, lube soaking me and his hand. 

I wondered again if I should tell him I hadn’t done this before. Did it matter though? Could he be any more gentle? I doubted it. 

He touched something inside and I jumped, almost bolting forward and through the wall. Edi’s weight on top of me kept me where I was. He did it again and pleasure flooded me. So that was my prostate being touched. I couldn’t wait for his cock. 

He released my shaft and stood on his knees, adding more lube to his fingers and my hole. With one hand spreading my cheeks open, he pushed three fingers inside. It was uncomfortable as he pushed in, but then I relaxed and the intriguing sensations from earlier returned. He opened me up, slowly, for what felt like hours. 

My neglected cock, the fact he wasn’t touching me all over anymore, it all turned me into a pile of need. I moved my hips to meet his thrusts and moaned every time he touched my prostate. 

“Enough, Edi. Please!”

He ignored me, mumbling something about how tight I was. By the time he relented, I was convinced I’d go insane. I heard the sound of condom foil being torn open, and I shivered. Edi was going to be inside me. We were going to… idiot. That was the right word. Edi was going to mess my brains out. 

I felt the tip of his cock at my opening and tried to relax. Despite all the prep he’d showered me with, the stretch was still a challenge, but not nearly enough to make me want to stop him. Edi pushed in slowly, sinking inch after inch of his length into me. 

“So full,” I whispered when he bottomed out. And I was, the sensation strange and touching at the same time. 

Edi wrapped his arms around my chest and kissed my shoulder. “You’re so tight. I need a moment, otherwise it will be all over.”

I nodded. Words were hard. Too complicated now. I arched my back, the changed angle making it all better. Edi groaned and tightened his grip on me. I knew he wanted me to wait, but I couldn’t. I rolled my hips as best as I could, and twisted my neck, seeking his mouth. 

Edi’s tongue and lips made it all a million times better. It was a sloppy kiss, between harsh breaths and moans. Edi’s hips moved away, breaking the connection of our lower bodies, but then he thrust back inside me and I shuddered. 

He messed me slowly, in deep, long thrusts, and I could barely keep myself up. I tried my best to keep his rhythm, move with him, but it was too good for me to keep a clear head. 

Edi pulled out and I whimpered, the loss feeling like a blow to my gut. 

“Turn around.” He spanked my rear cheek when I didn’t move right away, and his impatience softened the sudden icy claw gripping my heart. 

I turned and rested on my back, my legs pushed apart, my eyes on his chest. Could I do this? Could I have Edi inside me, face to face and not lose it? Seemed impossible. 

Edi slid on top of me, holding himself up on one arm. He pushed back inside and kissed me at the same time. It took the little sting out of the renewed intrusion. I didn’t think it could get any better, but then he pressed his body onto mine and we cradled each other as we moved. 

I closed my eyes and felt the sting of tears. No, this couldn’t happen. He couldn’t see me cry at the sheer beauty and pleasure of having him in my arms. He’d know. He’d know and I’d lose it all. 

Forcing myself to keep my eyes shut, I allowed his kiss to draw me in, mesmerize me, and make me forget about everything. I let go of worries and feelings and applied myself to enjoying the moment. 

The orgasm hit me out of nowhere. It had never happened before, to be caught by surprise so badly. I’d enjoyed it all too much, maybe that was why I hadn’t felt it building up. But it crashed through me, making me scream Edi’s name. My entire body trembled and my vision blurred. So good. So perfect. So unattainable. 

Fresh tears flooded my eyes and I blinked fast, trying to keep them at bay. Edi stiffened and moaned loudly, trusting two more times as his own release filled the condom. He collapsed in my arms, and I tightened my arms around him. Being this close after sex just made my sadness worse. This was all I could hope for. A few off-the-chart hot encounters. And my heart shattering more every time. And then when other people interfered, I’d have to give him up. 

Edi kissed my shoulder and nuzzled the side of my neck. Just like that, any rambling thoughts of never doing this again vanished. I’d get whatever I could with Edi. I was heartbroken anyway. Why refuse myself the pleasure?

***

“Seba, why are you here, really?” Elena asked as we walked along the Mangalia beach. It was cold and windy, but the sun was shining and we’d thought this a good idea. 

I stared at the sand beneath my sneakers, then turned to face her. She’d grown tall and thin, her hair curlier than ever. She’d taken to dramatic eyeliner, which suited her. She looked like a woman now. 

We only saw each other a couple of times every year. I’d go visit her and we’d hang out as much as we could. We’d spent years writing each other letters, then later switched to email when we both got regular access to the Internet. The messenger apps had done wonders for us, helping us feel more connected. 

This however was an unusual visit, and she knew it. I’d called out of the blue and asked if I could come visit. Unlike all the other times, I’d booked a hotel room. I couldn’t bring myself to spend the night at her place, not with how down I was, especially at night. 

“Robert’s back,” I whispered and cringed at the words. Saying it out loud… well, it made it real. 

“What?” Elena stopped in her tracks and reached out to grab my arm. I stopped too, but didn’t want to face her. “When did this happen?”

I shrugged and hunched. “About a week ago. He showed up at our apartment.”

“So Edi took him back? Just like that?”

I nodded and slid down on the sand, legs crossed under me. “Yeah, of course he did. He’s been in love with that jerk all his life.”

I gritted my teeth, trying hard to keep my anger under wraps. I’d never been fond of Robert. He treated Edi like garbage, hurting him every chance the idiot got. It was worse now. He pretended to try. And he hated my guts, always glaring at me when he was at our place. 

Elena sat next to me and hugged my side, as far as she could reach. 

“I can’t believe how masochistic Edi is! Robert has hurt him every time he got a chance. And Edi just goes back for more. “

Elena snorted, her head shaking against my shoulder. “Oh, and you’re so much better than Edi? Bedding him every time he’s single and horny and then having to patch your heart together when it stops?”

I laughed, not because I was a hypocrite, but because Elena always knew what to say to snap me out. “Bedding? Really, you couldn’t come up with a better word?”

Elena shrugged and cuddled closer to me. “You’re my best friend. Closer to family than anything else. Bedding works best if I don’t want to feel all icky.”

My head fell back, laughter rocking through me. “Sure, yes, I get it. Neither of us really has sex. That’s how I manage not to kill your boyfriends, by pretending they never do more than kiss you. “

She chuckled and nodded again. “Precisely.” 

I sighed and leaned my head against hers. “How do I survive this?”

“The very same way you did every time you guys stopped doing the nasty. He’s your friend, you love him, and out of all the people in the world, you spend the most time with him. Just enjoy that.”

“It’s hard, Elena. Robert is…”

“Treating you like trash? I would too, in his place.”

I bumped my head into hers and she elbowed me. “He doesn’t know about Edi and me.”

She sighed, threaded a hand through mine, our fingers closing around each other. “Oh, Seba. You’re as blind as Edi is. Robert doesn’t have to know. He just has to look at how you two are together. Edi might love him, but they aren’t as close. Not sure if they’ll ever be.”

I pulled my legs from under me, wrapping my arms around my knees. Elena leaned against me and we both stared at the sea. There was some comfort in the way the waves came and went. Forward, then drawn back, then forward again. Some of them made it further onto the beach, staining the sand and turning it darker. Edi and I were a bit like that. Every time we came together and then pulled apart, we touched each other a little more, changing the nature of our beings. Sure, the sand dries up, but parts of it are carried out into the sea. And some of the salt is left on the beach, isn’t it? Our lives had been entwined for a long time. We were part of what the other had become. That had to be enough. 

I didn’t think Edi would ever be cured of Robert. All I had was the hope that one day, he’d set me free. Or I’d release myself from this weird bond. The deserts used to be covered in seawater, right? If the bottom of the sea could turn into dry land, maybe I had a chance of being free of my love for Edi. If I tried hard enough, maybe it would morph into nothing but friendship. A platonic sort of love, unselfish. The type that enabled me to be there for him and stand by his side while he harassed his life up in the most horrendous way. 


Midnight

I THREW MY KEYS ON THE SMALL table in our hallway and dropped my laptop bag on the floor. It had been a long day. Accepting to work more in my final year at Poly had been a dumb idea. But I liked what I did, and I certainly learned a lot more than in school. 

I took my jacket and shoes off, and went into the living room. Edi lifted his head from the pillows and smiled at me. I went to sit at the end of the couch, taking as little space as I could. 

Edi pushed most of the pillows on the floor and only kept one. He slid it into my lap, then rested his head over it. 

“How are you feeling?” I ran my fingers through his messy hair. It was a little greasy, but I didn’t care. 

“Like I want to die,” he mumbled. 

I chuckled and pulled on his hair. “Don’t say stupid trash. It’s just a cold.”

And it was nothing but a cold. Not even a flu. I sighed and relaxed on the couch, going back to running my hand through his long, dark strands. 

Edi shouldn’t have been this sick. He was usually quite good at dealing with a common cold, or even a flu. He rarely spent more than one or two days in bed, but this time was different. I gritted my teeth and forced my hand to relax. I wanted to punch something, but he needed me to be comforting. Gentle. 

His most recent and supposedly final breakup had really done a number on him. I’d been there to see it all. How he’d caught Robert cheating, how he’d fallen apart in my arms, sobbing like a child. As I’d suspected all along, 

Robert couldn’t help himself. He was a selfish mongrel. He’d tried to have it all. A real relationship with Edi, that he’d kept hidden from his world. And then a girl on the side, for extra fun and parental approval. It had all blown in his face, but the true victim was Edi. 

In truth, Edi was as responsible for this. He never learned, not when it came to Robert. And I couldn’t blame him. I clung to Edi and never learned either. He was looking for love elsewhere, not here, where it was staring him in the face. 

There was this song that had come out around the time Robert had come back, slithering his way into Edi’s life. Or maybe it had been released earlier and I only noticed it when Robert returned. Until then, the band, some local guys called Taxi, had never registered. Yet that sad song about someone looking for love in the wrong place had slammed into me. It described my life so perfectly, it was ridiculous. I loved Edi the way he loved Robert. And the way Robert loved his privileged life where Edi didn’t fit in. 

“Are you hungry?” I asked softly, not looking down at him. 

He moaned something unintelligible and snuggled closer to me. I sighed and decided to let it be for a while longer. Then I’d go into the kitchen and heat up some of the spicy soup I’d made the day before. 

This cold had nasty timing. In the months since the split with Robert, Edi had lost weight. He had rarely managed to sleep through the night, he refused to go out, and he’d neglected working out. Taking care of himself was a nuisance, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t pull him out of his funk. 

I understood why it had been worse now. They’d had a relationship, not the stolen hookups of before. Edi had believed in the change Robert was professing and had grown attached to the mongrel. Only to have it all thrown in his face for some young bimbo with a rich daddy. 

I wanted to shout out my anger, go punch something. Someone. But I couldn’t. My fury was secondary to Edi’s wellbeing. So I took a few calming breaths and got up. I had soup to warm up and a reluctant Edi to get to eat. Eat, take his pills and get to bed. 

It had been a week of feeling like garbage. He’d run a fever a few times, he felt tired and he had a runny nose. No headaches, no coughing, no vomiting. Thank goodness for small mercies, I guessed. 

Steamy bowl and a spoon in hand, I returned to the kitchen. Unlike the nights before, Edi had sat up. Maybe he was as tired as I was of our nightly game—get Edi to eat before taking his pills. 

“Thanks,” he said and gave me a tired smile as I handed him the bowl. 

“Don’t mention it. Eat up, and that’s thanks enough.”

He shook his head and waited for me to sit next to him. “No, I meant thanks for taking care of me.”

His words pissed me off. They shouldn’t have, but they did. It was what we’d always done for each other. Edi and I, Edi and Evelina, Elena and I, even Evelina and I. People that cared about each other were there when they were needed. There was no need to express gratitude, it was something we could rely on. But of course Edi had forgotten all that, what with the selfish prick he’d wasted his time on. 

I sighed and closed my eyes. This was stupid. It was polite of him, nothing more. I shouldn’t read trash into it. It was my problem that I was so angry. It came from my feeling helpless. I couldn’t prevent this from happening. Edi still got hurt. I was so powerless it made me want to lash out at the entire world. 

“You always do the same for me, Edi.”

He chuckled and took another spoonful of soup. “Yes, but there’s nothing usual about this situation. We both know I’ve been a mess. So thank you for putting up with me.”

I twisted my head to look at him. “It was a huge blow that you took. You get out of bed and go to work every day. You’ve not shut Evi or me out. You’re still functional. Even if just barely.”

Edi snorted and winked at me. “Don’t ever become a cheerleader.”

“I’m not planning on it.” I sighed again and relaxed a bit more. “You’ll be fine, Edi. Everything will go back to some sort of normal. And you’ll be happy again.”

***

“How is he really?” Evelina asked, narrowing her eyes and pressing her upper body forward over the coffee table separating us. 

I smiled at her menacing stance and slumped in my chair. “He’s healthy, at least. Cold’s gone.”

“Thank idiot,” she muttered. 

“Just do me a favor, please?”

She looked at me over her coffee cup, her brows furrowed. “What do you need?”

“I don’t care how long he begs next time, don’t help Robert again.”

She rolled her eyes and waved her hand. “Not on your life! He fooled me, badly. I really thought he’d finally be what Edi deserved. I was wrong.”

I nodded, twisting my own coffee cup around. I wasn’t really feeling like having any. I’d had too much of the stuff to keep up with school, work, and the constant doting over Edi.

“How are you holding up, kid?”

Evi’s eyes were warm, her smile genuine and open, not her usual smirk. It touched my heart that she cared about me, when I’d started out as a bratty nuisance. “I’m better. Less angry. Although it does come back now and then, takes me by surprise.”

Whenever Edi looked particularly sad, or when I noticed how he’d lost weight, I saw red. All I wanted was to find that mongrel and destroy him. Getting Edi back on his feet would have to do. At least for now. 

“I just hope he doesn’t come back.” She sighed, staring at her now empty cup. 

“I don’t see your wish coming true. Robert is… predictable, if nothing else.”

“Maybe he does love Edi.”

I glared at her and she put her hands up. “It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t seem to be able to choose Edi over his idea of a perfect life.”

Evelina nodded and sighed again. I was starting to hate the sound. We were all doing it far too much. Edi most of all. 

“What are you going to do?”

I quirked an eyebrow and stared at her. “About what?”

“I mean when he shows up again.”

I shrugged and avoided her eyes. “I honestly don’t know.”

***

I sat at the small table in the kitchen, on my usual spot next to the window. Dad sat across from me, on a chair that barely fit between the side of the table and the fridge. He looked older, more wrinkles, more gray hair, but just as distant. I often thought he lived in a parallel world, not noticing the rest of us. 

Auntie placed steaming plates in front of us, and turned her back to the table to get her own food ready. 

“So, what was so important, Seba?” she asked as she sat down. She smiled at me, but the slight frown and quiver in her lips betrayed her worries. 

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes on the exhale. “I got accepted for a master’s program.”

“That’s wonderful news!” She reached for my father’s hand and squeezed it. “Isn’t that so?”

Dad nodded without lifting his head, too busy eating. 

“It’s not at my Uni. It’s in England.”

“As in the United Kingdom? Another country?”

I nodded. “I will be studying at Cambridge. They have a School of Technology and I got accepted for a scholarship the Polytechnics offers.”

“It’s a great opportunity.” She tried hard not to cry, but a few tears escaped and she wiped them off quickly. 

I looked over to my father, but he was still minding his food and nothing else. “I will move back here this weekend, get everything ready. I leave immediately after taking my finals.”

She gasped and covered her mouth. “So soon?”

“I start in September. So I’ll have a month to get used to everything. Maybe travel a little.”

Auntie didn’t try to stop her tears this time. “I am happy for you,” she said between hiccups. “You are smart and you’ll achieve everything you set your mind to. I am just worried about how you’ll manage alone.”

I hugged her over the table and let her cry on my shoulder. “I’ll be fine, Auntie. I promise.”

She avoided talking about my departure for the rest of our meal. We kept it light and tear free. But I knew more crying would happen when I actually left. 

After Auntie went home, Dad called me back into the kitchen. He had a glass of liquor in front of him and a beer waiting for me on the table. 

“I got the brand you always get,” he said. That simple statement slammed into me and I fell more than sat on the chair. My father never paid attention to me. He forgot about stuff I needed, and the only reason I’d been fed and clothed in school was Auntie’s eagle eye. 

I took the bottle with a trembling hand and took a swig. “Thanks.”

“It’s great that you’re following your dreams. I know I haven’t been much support to you.”

I shrugged and stared at the label on the bottle. “Auntie covered that. Besides, I had a place to live, food, stuff I needed—” 

“That’s not enough. I know.”

I looked at him, mouth open and eyes as wide as saucers. I didn’t expect him to be so self-aware. 

“I thought… After your mother, I thought if I kept my distance, if I didn’t get too close, losing you wouldn’t hurt as much when the time came.”

What the heck was going on? This was weird. “Are you sick?”

Dad chuckled and shook his head. “Of course you’d think that. No, son, I’m fine. I was wrong though. It still hurts.”

I looked at him and truly tried to understand my father. He’d been young when he’d lost the love of his life. He’d been cold and almost never present, even when he was sitting right next to me. He’d however had the presence of mind to let my aunt take charge of my upbringing. He wasn’t a bad man, even if he’d not been much of a father. 

“Thanks, Dad.” I wiped my tears away, cursing under my breath. This was a night for crying, it seemed. I’d always tried not to dwell on how my father treated me. It was what it was, and I didn’t need any more affection than my aunt and cousins showered me with. I’d still wanted it though. I wanted my father to see me and smile. To care and notice things. I felt noticed now. Important. 

“Don’t thank me, kid. I should have been a better father. I was just so afraid. And my grieving never stopped. I miss her, so much, every single day.”

“I’m sorry I never truly knew her.”

He smiled, a teary-eyed smile that broke my heart. “She would have been so proud of you.”

I nodded and took another mouthful of beer to steady myself. “I sure hope so.”

“Are you going to come back?”

“Yes, of course I’ll come visit.”

Dad shook his head and smiled. “No, I mean are you coming back when you’re done with school?”

“Dad… I honestly don’t know.”

He shrugged and sipped his drink. I suspected it was whiskey, he loved the stuff. “Better opportunities, I reckon.”

Should I be honest? Should I trust him? Would he still love me? It was kind of late to test the limits of my father’s love, age-wise. But I’d just gotten a first glimpse and suddenly I wanted to know. 

“Dad, that’s not why I want to stay. I’m gay, I like guys. It’s better for me to live there.”

His eyes snapped up and he stared at me. “It’s not illegal anymore. You wouldn’t be thrown in jail or be sent to dig that stupid canal Ceausescu wanted.”

I stared back at him, not knowing how to take his statement. “Umm, not being thrown in jail doesn’t make our country particularly accepting, Dad. I got bullied as a kid just because people assumed I was girly and into boys.”

His eyes widened and his hand tightened around the glass. “You were bullied?”

I shrugged and relaxed into the chair. “Yeah, for a long while. Then Edi found one of his team mates beating me up. He put a stop to it.”

Dad sighed and looked away. “How did I miss that?”

I chuckled and leaned on the table, crossing my arms over its surface. “I was really good at hiding. Auntie didn’t know most of it either.”

“What does Edi think about this? I assume it’s hard for him.”

I almost choked on my fresh gulp of beer, but recovered quickly. “Why would you ask about Edi?”

“Well…” He shifted on his chair and smiled, his cheeks red with embarrassment. “Isn’t he your boyfriend?”

I was too shocked to answer. Or close my mouth. 

“I mean, you’ve stuck to him like glue since you were a boy. You followed him to Bucharest, you’re living together. I just put two and two together.”

How I wished he’d been right. But that was all a distant fantasy. I swallowed the fresh sorrow and smiled at him. “Nah, he’s not. I mean, he’s got a boyfriend, but it’s not me. We’re just friends, Dad. He’s never been my boyfriend.”

Dad tilted his head and looked at me. Despite his lack of interest for most of my life, I felt like he was reading me like an open book. Heck, he’d noticed my attachment to Edi, and I hadn’t expected that either. 

“Is that why you want to leave? Because he’s not your boyfriend?”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Please don’t make me answer that.”

“You love him. It’s clear as day whenever you talk about him. Or when you do anything that’s connected to him in any way.”

I nodded and gulped down my beer. “Yeah. Been that way since I was thirteen.”

“You’ve got to make sure you’re happy, son. If you can’t be happy here, go wherever you want to. You deserve someone to love you just as much.”

It was awkward at first, but I just went around the table and crushed my dad into a hug. He returned the embrace and it felt so good, it made me cry. Over twenty years of waiting for this. It didn’t solve everything, but at least I knew my father cared. It made things slightly better. 

“I love you, Dad. And I’ll come back to visit.”

“I might come see you, too. Your aunt deserves a proper vacation.”

I laughed, still held tight in his arms. “Yes, she of all people deserves a vacation.”

***

I’d been trying to talk to Edi for days. He either was out with Robert or here with the mongrel plastered all over him. I just couldn’t discuss this with Robert watching and listening to every word I said. There was no way I could do that without it ending up in me beating the trash out of him. 

I was angry, so angry I couldn’t breathe sometimes. I didn’t understand how Edi could take him back again. After that awful blow he’d received, after having his heart and mind broken into a thousand pieces, he was going to give Robert another chance. 

Somehow, I ended up on moving day, packing all my stuff, and I hadn’t talked to Edi yet. I hoped he’d come home alone. If not… well, I’d tried to avoid telling him when Robert was there. It wasn’t really my fault I’d failed. 

Could I blame Edi? Not if I were honest at all. I’d had him for years, even if it never went beyond sex. Edi didn’t know how I felt, what every time we’d messed meant to me. And if the roles were reversed, and Edi told me he loved me and wanted me, would I ever turn him away? No matter how he’d hurt me in the past? Probably not. 

While I did understand him, or thought I did, I couldn’t keep torturing myself. Edi would never let go of his feelings for Robert. He’d never look beyond this stupid first love of his. I had to at least try and find someone else to fall in love with. Otherwise I’d be alone forever, pining over a man who would never return my feelings. 

I picked up the box I’d just sealed and went into the living room. I stopped in my tracks when I saw Edi standing there, staring at the pile of luggage. 

“Oh, hey. Didn’t expect you home so soon,” I said, and dropped the box on top of the pile. 

“What’s all this?”

I couldn’t look at him, so I turned away and shrugged. “Going back home.”

“Since when do you need to pack all your trash to visit your aunt?” He chuckled and went through the scattered luggage to sit on the couch. 

This was harder than I imagined. I squeezed my eyes shut and slid my hands into my jeans’ pockets. “No, you don’t get it. I am not going to visit. I’m moving in with Dad.”

“What? Why?” He jumped off the couch and walked towards me. I thought he’d trip over something and fall, but he made it to me, unscathed. “What about your thesis? Your job? What about living with me?”

I felt tired, more than anything. Tired of dealing with this situation, with Robert’s presence, and with the threat of this impending conversation. I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “I only have two weeks of classes left. I can come back to take my exam. And yesterday was my last day at my job.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? Did I do something to upset you?”

When? When was I supposed to tell you? For two weeks I tried. I stared at him, trying to relax enough not to shout at him. I took in the frown, the twitch in his jaw, the hurt in his eyes. And just like that, all the anger and fight and pretense left me. “I can’t do it, Edi.”

“Can’t do what, kid?”

“Don’t call me that, okay?” I clenched my fists and glared at him. That word hurt. It just reminded me of where I stood with him. And it wasn’t where I wanted to be. 

Edi put his hands up, moving a little closer. “Okay, sorry. Talk to me, please.”

I sighed and slumped my shoulders. Goodness, this was terrible. “I can’t be here and watch it all happen again. I don’t want to stand by and let Robert hurt you.”

Edi stepped back, which hurt me even more. That he’d have to move away from me. “He’s changed, Seba. You’ve seen it.”

I nodded, not because I agreed. But because I’d expected him to say just that. “Yeah, that’s right. Last time? He’d also changed then. Every time he comes back, he tries a little harder. It always ends up the same way though. With you a mess and your heart broken into a million pieces.”

I saw Edi flinch and realized I’d shouted, at least that last part. He looked at his feet, but said nothing. 

“Look, do whatever you need to do, give it your all. I just can’t be around to see it.”

“So are you going to find your own place when you start your master’s program?” he asked as he sat back on the couch. 

I couldn’t look at him when I told him, so I closed my eyes. “No, I got a scholarship to do my master’s in Cambridge. I’m leaving next month, spending the summer visiting the UK.”

Edi looked dumbstruck. His mouth slack, his eyes wide, looking through me. I felt guilty for abandoning him. But I was going to do it anyway. It was either that, or going insane. “I’m sorry, Edi. I love you, man, you know that. I just can’t sit back and watch from front row seats.”

He nodded, his eyes fluttering shut. But he didn’t understand, did he? He didn’t understand why I couldn’t watch any more. Or what I’d meant by saying I loved him. I’d never told him, he’d never guessed. 


Four Hours Before Dawn

THE FAMILIAR SOUND OF a Skype call jolted me awake. I pushed the covers away and sat up. 

Damien’s arm snaked through the sheets and he curled around me. “Just ignore it. Come back to bed.”

“I have to take it. Other than Edi and my parents, nobody calls me on Skype.”

He released me and huffed. “Of course, go talk to your precious Edi.”

I sighed and let my head fall back. “It might be Auntie, Damien.”

Damien snorted, and I could feel resentment even in that simple sound. “It’s after 10 PM in Romania. That’s not your aunt calling.”

“Whatever.” I stood and walked out of my bedroom, heading for the cramped living room where my desk was set up. I had three sleek monitors connected to my desktop, the setup satisfyingly geekish. 

I moved the mouse around and everything came to life. Edi had cut the call, but I knew he’d be there, waiting until I called back. I took a deep breath and pressed the call button. 

“Hey kid,” he greeted, his face lighting up my middle monitor. 

I grinned and waved lamely at him. What was I, three? “Hey yourself. Sorry, I was too slow to get here on time.”

I felt movement behind me, but I didn’t want to turn around to see Damien glaring at me. He really had a huge problem with me talking to Edi. 

“No worries. I figured you’d call when you found the time.”

Edi looked shy, not meeting my eyes much. It was so unlike him it unnerved me. “Everything okay?”

He nodded and smiled, this time looking at me. “Yeah, just… I miss you.”

Stab through the heart, as always. “Oh, come on! You live with your hot boyfriend. Can’t be that bad.”

Edi shrugged, the smile spreading a little. “It’s different. He’s… not you.” Edi laughed nervously and looked at the keyboard. “I can’t spend an entire weekend playing videogames with him. And you’re my best friend. Talking with you is different.”

I sighed and tilted my head, staring at him. “You’re just adjusting to living with him. It’s a big change for both of you.” Or I could be there, being both your lover and your friend, but that’s not happening because stupid Robert is too big of an addiction to you. 

“You’re right. I still miss you, though.”

I shrugged, tired of this line of conversation. “So come visit.”

Edi sighed and looked at me, his eyes warm and smiling. “I wish I could. When this latest huge project my boss pinned on me is over, I’ll try to make it work.”

There’d be another project. We both knew that. Edi’s job had only gotten more demanding with time and he loved it. I couldn’t hold it against him, and, in a way, I was relieved he wouldn’t visit too soon. 

We chatted about work and school for a few minutes before saying our goodbyes. I always felt hollow afterwards, like we never got enough time. I missed him too, just being in the same house. Laughing together, playing. Some days it was so bad, I wouldn’t even have minded Robert being there. Just as long as I got to see Edi, for real, not through a screen. 

I shook my head, trying to clear my mind. I couldn’t think like that. I was with Damien now. 

“Did you have a nice chat?” Damien asked from behind me. 

I turned my chair around and looked up at him. “Would you let it go?”

“Let what go? The fact that you run out of bed the moment your lover calls?”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s not my lover. But he is my friend. I don’t understand why you have a problem with that.”

Damien arched a brow, perfectly plucked, just as he liked it. “Really? You can’t grasp the idea of me being bothered by your attachment to the man you’ve loved all your life?”

I cursed under my breath and turned my back to him. I hated it when he got like this. I understood his reasons, but it still pissed me off. “What happened to taking it easy? Not pressuring me?”

Behind me, Damien sighed. He placed his hands on my shoulders and started massaging. “Yes, well. Maybe I didn’t expect it would take so long at the time.”

I’d met Damien in my first month in Cambridge. His parents were my landlords, and he had a small apartment in the same building as me. It was just coincidence that he was an associate professor at the university. Different department, fortunately. 

We’d started out as friends. He’d showed me around, we’d even been on a few weekend trips together. He was interesting, incredibly smart, and fun to be around. He’d made a pass after a while, and I’d rejected him.

He never asked, but I told him why I’d said no. I was still in love with someone else, so it wouldn’t be fair. 

Damien had other plans. He came up with this suggestion that we should date casually. Get to know each other better. He’d promised to give me time. Granted, it had been six months since then, but he hadn’t waited long to start snarling every time Edi called. 

He was gorgeous, there was no other way of saying it. He was used to getting everything he wanted, especially everyone he wanted. I was the odd ball in all of this. The guy he had to chase, seduce, and keep interested after that. 

“Sorry, I get jealous. It’s new to me, and I react poorly.”

I chuckled and let my head fall back so I could look at him. “I imagine it must be very hard.”

Damien bent and kissed me lightly. “You are testing my patience, that’s for sure. But I’ll try my best to behave.”

***

The coffee shop next to my building was my favorite place in the whole of Cambridge. It was quaint, made great coffee, and their scones and croissants were always an exquisite treat. I’d tried to get into the habit of drinking tea, to properly experience British culture, but I’d failed. Too Romanian, I guessed. Tea was something to be had when you were sick. Especially when you got a cold. Or an upset tummy, as a kid. 

I came to this coffee shop to catch up with emails, to study, or to work on particularly complicated projects. I had my own table next to the window and close to an outlet where I could plug in my laptop. The lady who owned the coffee shop lived in the same building as me, and she liked me for some reason. Damien, not so much. 

Marge, who insisted we used her first name, dropped his tea in front of him. No kind smile or wink or extra cookie as it happened in my case. 

“Thank you,” Damien said in a sweet voice. He couldn’t help it, he wanted everyone to like him. 

I shook my head at him and returned my attention to my laptop screen. Damien should have been out shopping with a friend, but he wasn’t too concerned about being late. I wished he’d leave sooner, the tension was getting on my nerves. 

“So, what excuse will Edi use this time?”

I glared over the edge of my laptop. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Damien chuckled and took a sip of his tea. “He’s not coming, Sebastian. You know that, don’t you?”

I sighed and pushed my hair out of my face. “He is though. So this weekend you’ll have to play nice and share.”

“Whatever you say.”

I closed the lid with more force than I’d intended. “What is your problem, Damien? You’ve been pestering me about this for weeks.”

He shrugged. “I just want to make sure you don’t get your hopes up. Lover boy will come up with another excuse to ditch you.”

“Don’t call him that.” I’d clenched my teeth so hard, my jaw hurt. “I am sorry, Damien, but Edi will be here this weekend.”

Damien snorted and waved me off. “Sure, just like last time.”

I rolled my eyes and sighed, falling back into my chair. “His first flight was canceled and then a strike broke out. Hardly his fault, was it?”

I’d seen the news, of course. Edi and I kept checking, just in case the issue would be resolved in time for him to make it here. He’d had a tight window to work with in between projects. Edi had taken it worse than me. He needed the break, especially after Robert’s last departure. 

“You just want him here because he’s single.” Damien glared, forgetting to keep his sweet front up. 

“Damien… How many times do we have to go through this? I don’t care he’s been single for the past few months.”

“Half a year, more like,” Damien interrupted. 

“Whatever. They spent years apart. It changes nothing. Robert returns, groveling and all teary-eyed, and Edi takes him back. I am not getting caught right in the middle of that again.”

“Then why do you insist on keeping in touch with him?”

Damien’s burning eyes only managed to annoy me. I’d never made any promises to him, and he’d bulldozed his way into my life with sweet words of not putting pressure on me. It had been nothing but demands, arguments, and pouting for the year or so that we’d been seeing each other. 

“Because I’ve been friends with him for most of my life. All of my adult life. That’s a bond I am not willing to break.”

Damien snorted and threw some bills on the table. “You’re still in love with him,” he said, the tone accusatory. 

“He’s my best friend. End of story.” That was a blatant lie, and a pang of guilt did stab me in the heart. But Damien didn’t want to understand my truth, no matter how often I repeated it. Yes, I still loved Edi. No, I was never going back to the way things were. Yes, in my own way, I was committed to Damien. However, that was turning into a problem that I might want to get rid of in the future. I wasn’t used to constant fighting, to trying to appease someone all the time. I hated pouting and emotional blackmail. 

Sometimes Damien reminded me too much of Robert. And it pissed me off. I couldn’t admit to that, though. Damien would find a way to turn it into something that was my fault. Like I was trying to emulate Edi in finding my own Robert. Of course, he’d conveniently forget I hadn’t in fact pursued him, it had been the other way around.  

Damien squinted, his lips pressed tightly together. “Yes, right. The sort of friend you’ve slept with. Repeatedly.”

I sighed, slumping in my chair, and admitting defeat. “You know what, fine. Whatever you say. I am tired of fighting with you on this. Do you want to stop seeing each other?”

He almost chocked on his tea, putting the cup down with a shaky hand. “Goodness, no. Of course not!”

“Then you have to find a way to deal with Edi being my friend. You can’t nag me all the time, fighting with me on the same issue. It’s tiring me out, and not in a good way.”

Damien nodded quickly. “Sure, sorry. I know I sound like a broken record. I’m just worried about all this.”

I reached over the table and took his hand in mine. “Look, I like you. We have fun together. If you want promises from me, all I can tell you is I am not going to sleep with Edi. That’s all I can give you right now.”

He smiled, looking as tired as I was. “I can live with that.”

***

Edi crushed me into a hug the moment I was within reach, his luggage discarded on the floor of the airport. “Idiot, I’ve missed you,” he muttered into my hair, then pushed me back, holding on to both of my shoulders. “I like the new look.”

I’d cut my long hair, keeping it short on a side, and back, and longer in the front and the left side. It was easier to manage, but I still had some length, so that it didn’t feel completely unfamiliar. 

“Thanks. I’ve missed you too.”

“There was a delay in boarding. Thought they’d cancel again. I was researching trains while waiting.”

I laughed and picked up his bag, a rather small carry on. Edi had always traveled light. “That would have been insane. It would have taken you days to arrive.”

Edi shrugged and smiled. “But I would have made it eventually.”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

He hugged me again, a bit awkward over his laptop bag and with the carry on between us. “Not more than me.”

“Let’s go, Damien is waiting in the parking lot. We couldn’t find a spot fast enough.” 

“Cool, can’t wait to meet him.” Edi’s smiled widened, but his eyes had turned apprehensive. It was weird to me that I could still read him so well. I just hoped his apprehension would be appeased. 

“I’m sure you’ll like him.”

Edi shrugged, lifting the strap of his laptop bag to better position it on his shoulder. “You hardly ever speak of him. It’s difficult to convince myself everything is okay when you are so evasive.”

I had been careful whenever I talked about Damien. I didn’t want Edi knowing too many details. Not about my arrangement with him, or our problems. It was hard to explain all that without going into the root of our issues: I was still in love with someone else. Had Edi been a less interested friend, I could have brushed it off. But he’d ask a million questions and my only option would have been to lie to him, which I refused to do. So I kept details to a minimum. 

“Haven’t been in many relationships. I don’t think I even know what to say.” Half-lie, still better. 

Edi chuckled and bumped his shoulder into mine. “Well, I have a couple of weeks to get to know him.”

It would really be a week. Edi didn’t know this yet, but for the first week of his stay, Damien would be away with his parents. He was leaving the next morning to visit his sister in Italy. It was an annual trip they took, and he still hadn’t forgiven me for not going. It didn’t matter that they’d set the dates after Edi had told me when he was arriving. It was all my fault. 

“There he is,” I said as I spotted Damien close to where he’d dropped me off. He was leaning against the driver’s door, looking gloomy. “Babe, we’re here,” I shouted, waving at him. 

He arched a brow at me, but smiled. I almost never used endearments. This time, it felt natural. Edi chuckled next to me and shook his head, then went to say hello and shake hands with Damien. 

After a few pleasantries, Damien scrunched his nose. “You’re like Seba. Even less of an Eastern European accent, but you both sound more American than anything.”

Edi chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, all those American movies and games we played. My English teachers would be heartbroken if they knew.”

Looking at them so close, I realized how different they were. They were both smart, gorgeous men, but that was it. Edi was tall and dark, broad-shouldered and packing quite a bit of muscle. Damien was slender and fashionable, all blue eyes and dark blond hair. It was like staring at night and day as they greeted each other. 

“Let’s go, boys,” I urged. “I’m hungry and I am sure Edi is as well.”

In an effort to build Damien’s confidence, I let Edi ride shot gun and I got behind the driver’s seat, leaning into it and touching his shoulder now and then. We all went to a pizza place I loved, and stayed there while Edi made sure to share all the embarrassing stories he could remember from my school days. 

I pretended to pout and glare, but deep down, I was happy. I had very vivid memories of those times, more so of the moments involving Edi. I hadn’t expected him to remember so much of it. It brought warmth to my heart, which spread through my entire body, giving me a nice buzz, more so than the beer I was nursing. 

Damien was on his best behavior. Pleasant, engaging, no snide comments, aside from some cute jokes he made at my expense. Maybe I could get this time with Edi and enjoy it. Avoid it blowing in my face. 

***

We’d just gotten off a paddleboard tour of Cambridge which had been the peak of Edi’s day so far. Mine too, given that the Italian restaurant we’d chosen for lunch had been horrible. Slow service, expensive and bad food, the works. But the college student paddling us up and down the river to show us Cambridge University buildings and dorms had made up for it. 

The guy was funny and good looking. Edi and I had relaxed in the boat and split our time between taking in the beautiful buildings and staring at the student’s rear. As the few days before today, it had been relaxed and fun. I’d missed that, being with someone who was so easy to get along with. No fighting, no weariness. 

Still, something bothered me about Edi and his relaxed, happy exterior. I wasn’t buying it. I’d seen the aftermath of Robert’s departures enough to know this was unusual. 

“So, how are you? Really?”

Edi smiled and shook his head. “Don’t worry, kid. I’m fine, I promise.”

I frowned and tensed. “It seems unreal. I’ve seen you go through this before. You were never this… happy. Well-adjusted. Relaxed.”

Edi nodded, his eyes fixed on the cobblestone he was stepping on. “I know, it’s weird, really. I thought I’d be all broken up about it. But something just snapped.”

I tilted my head and looked at him, trying to assess the veracity of his words. He did seem relaxed, like one would after deep meditation. 

“He came back a few times, you know?”

I winced and crinkled my nose. That was just torture. “Mongrel,” I muttered. 

Edi smiled and winked at me. “He was drunk off his rear, crying and begging me to make it all better. The first time… it was fresh, so I caved in. Yet, when he left the next morning before I even woke up, something inside me broke. Every time he showed up again, I let him in, sobered him up, and sent him home.”

I gasped, stopping in the middle of the road and staring at Edi. I knew I must have looked ridiculous, mouth agape and eyes wide. Yet he’d just said he’d sent Robert packing. Edi. Had said no to Robert. Something in my mind had short-circuited. 

Edi turned around and sighed. “Come on, kid. It’s not that shocking.”

I arched an eyebrow, or tried to. It was more like both had reached my hairline. “Really? You resisting one of Robert’s attempts to weasel himself back into your life is not shocking? Who said that, and it can’t be you.”

Edi snorted and took a few steps to reach me, then poked my side, right in between the ribs. I hissed in pain, exaggerating the hurt. “Stop making fun of me, kid.”

“I am not. I am so proud of you. I honestly never thought I’d see the day when you did what was right for you.”

Edi nodded, his face darkening. “I’m sorry. It must have been tough watching me be so self-destructive.”

I sighed and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “It was painful, seeing you hurt. I could never understand why you’d do that.”

“I thought it was because I loved him. And I did, love him. I spent my entire life chasing after him, somehow. At some point, I realized I was chasing a fantasy. I’d outgrown him a long time ago. I am my own man, I make my decisions. I don’t really get this whole ‘mommy and daddy are making me’ nonsense.”

I smiled and pulled him closer. “Some people need weird things to be happy. Like other people’s money. To be like you, Robert would have had to work for it. I don’t think he ever wanted to put in the effort.”

“True, and that’s why I just… stopped. It was just so disheartening to know he’d only be with me when it was easy. The moment he had to put his money where his mouth was, he tended to disappear.”

“Are you really okay, though?”

“Yes. I am. I’ve had months to test it out. I was sure it was just some sort of weird denial at first. But it’s gone. All those long years of him hurting me, I guess they finally added up and killed whatever was left of my feelings for him.”

I looked at Edi’s profile and wondered what it would take to make me stop loving him. I’d been in a lot of pain because of this first love of mine over the years, but Edi hadn’t deliberately caused any of it. If he’d known how I felt, I was pretty sure he would have never slept with me. I didn’t know what I wanted, if I were honest. I didn’t want him to hurt me enough times I’d want to forget him. I didn’t really expect someone else to be so enticing to make me snap out of it. It was all my problem, my decision. I had left the apartment I shared with Edi, I had left the country, and I’d make sure to keep it light and friendly whenever I talked to him. But had I ever tried to stop loving him? The jury was still out on that. I knew for sure I’d never break our friendship just so I could heal. 

“I am happy for you, Edi. I really am. Just find someone who deserves you. I know why you hung on to Robert like that, given your history. But next time, find a decent guy.”

“Like Damien?” Edi asked wiggling his eyebrows. 

I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “Damien is fun, a bit high maintenance.”

Edi stopped and put a hand on my chest, forcing me to follow suit. “Are you happy, Seba?”

I tilted my head and stared at him. Was I? I never thought to ask. I’d replaced the pain of seeing Edi hurt from a prime spot with that of missing him all the time. Sure, I had Damien, and he was a nice enough distraction. I couldn’t say I was happy, not with a straight face. But I was content with school, Damien, my everyday life. 

“I’m doing okay, Edi.” I shrugged, not knowing what else to do under his intense scrutiny. 

He sighed and nodded, and we continued our walk. “It would make it easier, knowing you were happy,” Edi murmured after a few minutes of quiet.

My eyes snapped to meet his and I found it hard to breathe. I knew, I knew what he meant! Better than anyone. But it couldn’t stop the flutter of hope that stirred my heart. These little moments were poisonous. They made it impossible for me to stop loving him. 

“Edi, I am happy with school. I am happy exploring this country and love living abroad for a change. But I am still finding my way, you know?”

Edi smiled and it lit up his eyes. “Yeah, I know. But I always wanted all the best in the world for you.”

You’re the best in the world for me. The thought hurt, cutting deep into my soul. I couldn’t tell him, I couldn’t have him. I’d moved to a different country, but I’d never let go. This wasn’t about friendship, this was about me being too stubborn to let go of the trace of hope I had. It was a feeble little flower that had bloomed the day Edi had explained everything about him and Evelina and his being gay. I’d never stopped hoping ever since that day. 

***

“What is wrong with you?” Damien shouted, throwing his book at me. 

I caught it mid-air and arched an eyebrow at him. “Really? You’re throwing trash at me and asking what’s wrong?”

“Oh, bollocks!” He snorted and threw himself on my bed. 

Damien had been pissed off all evening. I suspected he’d been angry from the very moment he’d entered my apartment. Edi and I were watching a movie and, like always, I’d stretched out on the couch, my head in his lap. Damien had been shocked to see us like that, but to me it was natural. 

“You know it’s never going to happen with him, right?”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

“You and Edi? Never going to happen!”

“What’s that got to do with anything? We’re friends, Damien. We’ve been friends since I was thirteen. Over a decade, you get that?”

Damien laughed, a cold sound that didn’t change the glassy look of his eyes. “Right. Friends that idiot.”

“Shut up! I’ve had it. Every night since you came back, you’ve found a reason to fight with me. I can’t take it anymore.”

“Yes, you’re the saint who must put up with my tantrums, aren’t you? What would you do, huh? How would you react if you came home to find me sprawled all over someone else?”

“You’re exaggerating.” I rubbed my forehead, feeling the first tendrils of a migraine. 

Damien snorted again and threw his hands in the air. “How on Earth am I exaggerating? Can you at least think back to how you two were when I got here?”

I sighed and massaged my eyes with the heels of my hands, pressing harder than I should have. “I wasn’t him or kissing him, or even touching him inappropriately.”

“But you want to! You want to, and that’s the problem!”

His eyes shone with anger. Goodness, he annoyed me. I knew these fights, I’d heard them before, even if on a toned-down level. Robert had always complained about Edi spending too much time with me. Or sticking too close to me. I’d hated it then, but I hated it more now. Maybe because it wasn’t all that false in my case. 

“What do you want, Damien? I haven’t done anything wrong. I haven’t broken any promise.”

“Your mind and soul belong to him. I can have your body, or entirely give up. That is frustrating and painful, Sebastian. I care about you. I want more.”

“And I can’t give more right now.”

His face softened and a sad smile curved his lips. “Will you ever?”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

Damien came close, tilted my face up and kissed me. A soft, sad kiss, followed by an equally gloomy smile. “I have to go, I can’t be here right now.”

Usually, when he left like this, it was so I could try and stop him. He’d leave anyway, and I’d call later. This time though, it felt different. 

I took his hands in mine and stood. I pulled Damien into a tight hug and kissed the side of his neck. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I can’t be what you need me to be. I wish I could.” And I truly wanted that. Damien was not Robert, no matter how our little fights reminded me of that mongrel. I’d made him like this. 

“I’ll see you later,” he whispered, pushing me away and turning to leave. 

I followed him out of my room and to the door. We kissed again before he left the apartment. Of course, I’d see him, we lived in the same building. But this was a breakup and I knew it. 

“Hey,” Edi said from somewhere behind me and I startled. 

I turned on my heels and saw him sitting at the table in the kitchen. He had a steaming coffee cup in his hand and took a sip from it. 

“Any more of that left?”

Edi nodded and stood to pour me a cup. I sat by him and we both drank in silence. I knew the caffeine would probably take care of my headache. Hopefully it wouldn’t get worse. 

“I’m sorry I caused problems for you by being here,” Edi said, staring into his now empty coffee cup. 

I chuckled and bumped my shoulder into his. “Consider it payback for all the times you fought with Robert over me.”

Edi smiled, but he wouldn’t look at me. “Damien reminds me of him. Just a bit, but enough to find it hard to like him.”

I snorted and finished my coffee. “I’d expect you to like him more because of that.”

He shrugged and took my empty cup. “You’d think so. But no, he made me antsy and angry when he acted like Robert.”

“He’s not Robert though.”

Edi nodded and turned to look at me. “No, he actually cares about you. He’s way more driven than Robert, when it comes to having a career. And he’s overall nice, he just has a problem with me.”

I shrugged and cradled my head in my hands. “Yeah, he’s cool, most of the time. But I can’t give Damien what he needs. I’ve been honest about that. Still, I messed up and hurt him.”

Edi chuckled and turned my stool around, then started massaging my shoulders. “Happens that way. We think we can handle things, and then it blows up into our face. I thought I knew what I was getting into with Robert, back at University. I was dead wrong. I did it anyway.”

I leaned back, resting against Edi’s chest and he wrapped his arms around me. “I wish things were different,” I murmured. I knew if I stayed like this too long, the sting of tears behind my lids would worsen. But it felt good, no matter how wretched I felt for hurting Damien. 

Edi kissed the top of my head and pulled me closer, skidding the stool over the floor. “Different how?”

“Less complicated. I wish I had more control over how I felt.”

He sighed and rocked me gently. “Yeah, I wish I’d have rid myself of Robert earlier. I spent most of my life chasing after a shadow. And it hurt me like crazy. I feel like I wasted so much time.”

“Don’t think that’s true.” I hated having to say this. “There were good moments between you two. And you grew, learned from it. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with loving someone so much, you’d give them all the chances they deserved.”

“I think Robert stopped deserving his a long time ago.”

“Yeah. But you’re you. I don’t think it could have gone any other way.” And I loved Edi for who he was. Not for what I wished he could be. I wanted this Edi, this Edi who loved so much. I’d hoped he’d end it with Robert, but not at the expense of seeing him become someone else. So when I’d felt I couldn’t take it anymore and would start pushing for him to change, I left. 

Did I love Edi that much, then? If I couldn’t have stood by him, watch him self-destruct, did that mean I loved him too much or too little?

“You know,” Edi said, running his fingers through my hair. “In a way, I am thankful you left.”

I tensed in his arms, warring anger, dejection, and bewilderment coursing through me. 

Edi chuckled and ruffled my hair. “I mean, I missed the heck out of you, but it forced me to face reality.”

“Oh,” I whispered, not knowing what I meant by it. 

“You’re my best friend, Seba. I mean, same level as Evelina, and I’ve known her all my life. But I was using you.”

“How were you using me?” I looked up into his eyes, the position strenuous. 

Edi pushed me up and turned my stool around. He placed his hands on my knees and smiled, that brighter than the sun grin that I loved so much. “You gave me what I couldn’t get from Robert. Friendship, support, fun.” He shrugged and looked away. “Let’s face it, Robert and I had little to nothing in common and he was never proper boyfriend material.”

I tilted my head and looked at him. In a way, he was right. We’d both sort of used each other, taking what we needed most from our weird relationship. Companionship, knowing we could count on someone, fun stuff to gush about together, even sex when needed. No wonder neither of us had needed a lot from relationships we were involved in. 

Was it any great mystery why I missed him like crazy, even now? Or why I couldn’t just stop loving him? He’d been pretty much my boyfriend for a long time, with casual interruption in our sex life when we were seeing other people. 

“Hey, say something,” Edi urged, pulling on one of my longer strands of hair. 

“Idiot, I had a boyfriend and didn’t even know it.” I grinned at him and winked. “We both did it, rely too much on the other. Not looking for a fulfilling relationship because we already had what we needed.”

Edi rolled his eyes. “Yeah, we were so much of a secret couple, we didn’t even know it. I’d rather you had stayed and I figured all this in a different way. On the other hand, I’m glad you’re here, you’ll advance your career in ways you couldn’t in Romania. Well, not as fast.”

I stared at him. Here he was, the epitome of career success, head of development at barely thirty. Sure, I could beeline to a similar position, but given the time spent here, studying and interning, I’d be the same age as him. The experience of a different culture was invaluable though. 

“You did pretty well for yourself, Edi. Sure, this is an amazing opportunity, but I just wanted to experience different things.”

“So it wasn’t just my destructive streak?” He smiled but it was tentative, his mouth quivering a little. 

I sighed and nodded. “Yeah, that made me decide faster. But I’d been considering it for a long time. I was planning on discussing it with you. And I certainly didn’t intend to run home or move here at the start of the summer.”

“I’m sorry. Until now, I never realized how bad you had it. I mean with Robert always complaining about us being too close. Or us fighting…”

“Hey, it was never too bad. I could usually tell when he was in a weird mood. I generally went to my room and shot at people with headphones on.”

Edi cupped my face and forced me to look at him. “Yeah, I know. Still, it must have sucked. I never took a stand.”

I nodded and laughed. “Neither did I. Damien just had enough of it.”

Edi frowned and released me. “Yes, but… I don’t know, Robert was always like that, selfish. Always hogging all of my attention. Damien seems different.”

I rolled my eyes let my head fall. “My fault. He knew we’d slept together. Robert didn’t.”

“Ah, well, that explains his insecurities.”

I chuckled, thinking his insecurities were about so much more than my past sex life. “Doesn’t help that I’m only casually involved in what we have. I don’t sleep around or anything like that. I just am not really there with him where feelings are concerned.”

“Why?”

Breathe and lie, Seba. Just do it. Despite my inward encouragement, it felt impossible. Look him in the eye and lie? I couldn’t. My mind raced, trying to come up with something sincere. “I just can’t, although I’ve tried. I like him, I enjoy spending time with him. I just can’t give him more.”

“He’ll go looking for it elsewhere.”

I winced and sighed. “I think he pretty much broke up with me.”

Edi’s eyes widened, his jaw dropping. “I’m sorry.”

I shook my head and smiled. “Don’t be. It wasn’t fair on him. Not one bit.”


Two Hours Before Dawn

MY FLIGHT HAD BEEN LATE. An hour late, because of a delayed takeoff. Some minor technical glitch or something. They’d tried to make up for some of the lost time, but they hadn’t managed much progress in the end. 

I rushed through security, happy I’d only traveled with a small carry-on. I hoped Auntie might have found a seat. She wasn’t supposed to stand for too long. I flew through the gates, doing my best to spot her fast, so I could get her out of here. 

Auntie was nowhere to be found. Was she late? Or worse, had she been unwell? As I was frantically looking for her, my eyes landed on a tall, solid chest, covered in a dark T-shirt. It seemed familiar, that expanse of bone and muscle, so I looked up, locking gazes with a grinning Edi. 

“Welcome home, Seba.” 

My knees weakened at the sight of him. We’d had plans to see each other, of course, but I hadn’t expected he’d be at the airport. He was busy with this new project and… It just made my heart beat frantically, thinking he’d dropped everything and come to meet me the moment I arrived back home. 

“Edi, what are you doing here?” The words sounded ridiculous. 

He pulled me into a tight hug and I sank into him. His hair was loose, smelling of his shampoo and summer. So enticing, I felt dizzy. 

I pushed to free myself from the embrace, but he tightened it. I relented and hugged him back just as fiercely. 

“I’ve missed you,” he whispered, nuzzling my neck. 

“You too.”

When he released me, I felt cold. Alone. I swallowed hard and picked up the baggage I’d discarded. 

“No laptop?” Edi asked, raising both eyebrows. 

I chuckled and pointed to the outside compartment of my carry on. “It’s in there.” 

“There’s traveling light, Seba, and then there’s you.”

 “Well, I am going home. I have enough clothes there to last me a year.”

Edi led the way to the car park. “Sure you do. What’s that, three tops, a hoodie and a pair of jeans?”

I stuck my tongue out, even if he had his back to me. “You know I have more than that.”

“Sure, I forgot to mention the pair of shorts and a ballcap.”

I pushed him playfully and followed him into Bucharest’s heat. It was early May. But compared to Cambridge, it felt like the heart of summer. 

“Idiot, it’s hot,” I muttered and hurried after Edi. The sooner I got into his car and the air conditioning was on, the better.

Edi laughed, but walked faster. Once we got into the car and the cool air helped me gain my thinking abilities, I turned to Edi. “Auntie is all right, isn’t she?”

“Oh, shoot.” Edi nodded fast and almost tripped over his words. “Fine, perfect. She’s good. I called her and asked to pick you up. I was coming home anyway.”

“What about your project?” He’d been losing quite a bit of sleep over it. I knew the deadline was fast approaching and they needed the product ready for launch. 

Edi shrugged and winked at me. “Don’t worry about it. It’s in testing and it went smoothly so far. They have my number if anything goes wrong. But unless it’s a crisis, I’m on vacation.”

“How long?” I asked, smiling at the prospect of having a few days with him. 

“I start back the day after you leave.”

I gawked at him, not sure if I was still awake or had passed out in his car. “That’s next Thursday.” It meant I had a whole week with him, weekend included. 

He nodded, his eyes glued to the road. “Yup, plenty of time to hang out with you and see my mom. Evelina is coming home this weekend too. She wanted to come today, but couldn’t get off work.”

“Oh, man, that’s brilliant! I was going to visit Elena, but it can wait till early next week.”

Edi frowned and my heart started to beat faster. Was he upset I was ditching him? Elena was my friend too. 

“How about we call Evelina, see if she wants to make it a seaside weekend? We could all go, and I’ll pester her while you are scheming your way into trouble with Elena.”

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stifle my grin. “Sounds perfect. I’d love that. I know Elena would kill to see you two.”

Over the years, we’d made trips like this to visit her. But more often than not, it was just me going there to spend a few days with her. 

We were quiet for the rest of the drive home. I was looking out the window, taking in the scenery. I knew the villages in between Bucharest and Ploiești by heart, but it all felt different. I hadn’t been back home in almost two years. My dad and aunt had come to visit a couple of times, my cousins had spent their holidays there. Edi had even made it there, eventually. In between all that, it had made no sense to go back. And now… Now I felt like something in my connection with my hometown and everything else was a little iffy. Like we needed to spend some time together, reconnect or something. 

The moment I spotted the first buildings of my hometown, my chest tightened. It wasn’t much, a gas stop, the local university there, a few taller apartment buildings. It wasn’t an area of Ploiești I’d ever spent any time in, other than driving through, but it touched me in an unexpected way. 

“Can we drive down the boulevard?” I asked and Edi nodded. 

I meant the stretch from the South train station all the way to the Art Museum. This was where people went out for walks, as it had benches and two stretches of park with chestnut trees on either side. It was also where high school students went to make out. On weekends and at the end of schooldays, later in the evening, it wasn’t at all uncommon to walk by bench after bench where couples were furiously sucking face. 

Weird as it might sound, I’d always wanted to do that. I’d found out quickly I wouldn’t be able to. Two guys sucking face was not a safe choice, unless you were in a gay club or the odd gay-friendly place. I didn’t know of any like that in Ploiești. 

“Do you want to stop for a while?” Edi asked when we reached the boulevard and I was glued to my window. 

“What? No. We can come by later.”

Edi nodded and drove us to my dad’s place.  As we were climbing up the two flights of stairs, my heart started to beat faster. I loved my family, I’d missed them like crazy. But I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Edi. I just needed more time with him. 

After fierce hugs from Dad and Auntie, plus a lot of kissing and awing at how big I’d grown—despite my having been pretty much the same size since my third year of uni, we’d finally gone into the living room. 

“I should go,” Edi said, shuffling his weight from one leg to the other. 

“Nonsense,” Auntie said, and I couldn’t help smiling at her. “We’re all having lunch. The table’s already set.”

“Thank you, Auntie,” Edi said and she hugged him. I loved how close they were and that he called her Auntie. 

“I talked to your mother,” she said, her voice muffled into Edi’s chest. “You boys have rooms ready here and at your place. So you can be joined at the hip in peace, and we still get to see you.”

That tidbit of information scared the life out of me. I’d been dying to spend some more time with Edi, but this was dangerous. We weren’t that good at being left alone and not fall into bed together.

I knew I couldn’t go back to that without consequences. I’d either spill the beans or feel I was dying inside. Whatever happened, I needed to stay away from Edi. 

***

We’d wandered around town for a long time. After lunch, Auntie insisted we stayed for coffee and dessert. She asked me a million question, while my father sat in his armchair. Quiet, as always, but not absent. He kept looking at me, drinking in every word I uttered. It felt strange, but in a good way. 

For a moment, I wondered why he hadn’t asked any questions. I hoped he knew he could. I’d been working hard on fixing our broken relationship since I’d left. 

Despite him just being there, not truly engaged in the conversation, Dad knew when I got too antsy. “Let the boys go, dear. They’ve been cooped up in planes and offices and cars. Maybe they want to go outside and meet their friends?”

That was all it took for Auntie to stop hogging me. She chuckled, apologized for being a mother hen, and sent us on our way. 

I honestly hadn’t been sure I felt like going for a walk, but once I was outside in front of my building, the urge to walk all the way to our high school was so strong, I feared I’d run all the way there.

We’d gone of course, Edi following me anywhere I wanted. We’d visited the high school, only on the outside, the coffee shops we used to go to for cakes, the bakery I stopped at every day—it had changed owners and wasn’t as good anymore, all the parks, and old hangouts, even the terrace we’d both worked at as waiters and bartenders. It had closed down, unfortunately, but the one right next to it was still open. 

Somehow, we ended back on the boulevard, on foot, at about sundown. It was lovely in the soft light, street lamps glowing through the thick roof of chestnut trees. Quiet now, with traffic dying down, it was easy to think it was all empty and belonged to the two of us. 

“I’ve always loved this boulevard,” Edi said, breaking the silence. “I loved coming here with Evi after they started diverting the traffic around it over the weekend.”

I nodded. “You hardly had room to drop a pin, but it was fun.” The large four-lane boulevard was turned into a kids and teenagers’ playground. We rode our bikes, skated, or ran up and down the street until we were sweaty and out of breath. We’d drink some water, relax on the benches, and start again.

“Remember how it was filled with couples sucking face? And how older people would pass by and glare at them?”

I laughed and nodded. “Goodness, yes, if looks could kill.” I sighed and pushed my hair out of my face. “I always wanted to do that, though. Come here, sit on a bench and do some hardcore necking.”

“Yeah.” Even with the low lighting, I caught the flash of sadness crossing his face. I knew, it sucked to be unable to do the simplest things other people could get away with out in the open.

“I did it in Hyde Park once.” I shrugged, and kicked a fallen leaf. “No one saw, no one cared.” I’d done a lot more on that trip to London, but we’d been in a club and relatively safe. 

Edi grabbed my hand and pulled me to our left, down an alley and onto the grass. There was a gazebo there and we stepped inside. During the day, it didn’t provide much coverage, but right now, with the dim streetlights and the falling darkness, no one could spot us, unless they were right outside. 

Edi cupped my face and reached for my waist, pulling me closer. 

“What are you doing?” My voice broke as I spoke. I didn’t know what I feared more, him kissing me or not. 

“Making our wishes come true.” 

He winked, I think. Maybe it was my eyes playing tricks on me. His lips pressed against mine, and I whimpered, my body slack in his arms. Goodness, it felt good. Just that simple touch and I was ready to come undone. His hot tongue pushed in, and I let him, surrendering to his demand. I’d missed his taste, so much it felt like a hit of some strong drug that sent my entire body into overdrive. 

Edi pushed us back until my rear hit the extended plank that acted as a small table and went around the gazebo. There were chairs too, but he’d walked me between them. Our lips still fused together, he hooked his arms under my armpits and lifted, just enough for me to sit on the table. 

On instinct, I parted my legs and he stepped in between, our groins touching. I whimpered, but the needy sound was drowned by Edi’s hoarse moan. “Idiot, you feel amazing,” he whispered over my lips, the puffs of air tingling my skin. I wrapped my legs around his thighs and pulled him closer, writhing against him. 

He had no idea how delirious I felt, how perfect he was, pressed like that against me, his breath hitching as I kissed the side of his neck. I wanted him so badly, I felt dizzy. It had been so long! Years since he’d last kissed me like this, hungry and wanting me. 

Voices and laughter reached us, and we both stiffened. Silently, we parted and adjusted our clothes. It wouldn’t do to get into a fight on my first day in town. 

We stood there, in the darkness, a few feet from each other. I knew the moment had been broken. I knew and it hurt. I thought of how to get us back into that lust-induced haze, but it was too late. 

“Let’s go, Seba,” Edi said, his voice low and shaky. I followed him out of the gazebo and all the way home. My heart thumped painfully, my muscles burning from how wound up I was. 

Edi walked by me, not as close as before, as if he needed that extra distance between us. It had been a fluke, a temporary one, and he probably regretted it now. The idea of him regretting a kiss we shared hurt the most. He’d initiated it, but I still felt guilty and discarded. Idiot, why was I still doing this to myself? Why couldn’t I let him go? I knew when he’d mentioned wishes coming true he’d had no idea what I wished for. Still, I’d jumped right in, head first, as always. And I’d hit the bottom too soon, not enough water to prevent an injury from happening. 

***

Elena and I were sitting on the sand, our bare feet digging into it. The beach was empty, even if it wasn’t that late in the afternoon. A cold day always drove everyone away, especially off-season. 

“Thanks for bringing everyone this time,” Elena said. 

“It was Edi’s idea, really.” I shrugged and stared at the waves. 

“Oh, really? He couldn’t let you go for a weekend?” She snorted and shook her head. 

“I doubt it’s like that. Evelina would have been in town anyway, I guess he thought they both could use a nice break.”

Elena sighed. “So still not making any progress there?”

I winced, knowing there was only one answer to her question. “Not really, no.”

“Did you tell him though? Does Edi have any idea how you feel?”

I shuddered and shook my head. “No freaking way am I doing that. It’s just… I know him.”

She sighed and rested her head on my shoulder. “Don’t be a coward. Seba, you’ll regret it later.”

“What if he rejects me?”

She pushed herself up and shrugged. “At least you’ll know you’ve given it your best shot. What good does it do to pine over him in silence? You are both single, you are both here. Just be honest with him.”

I brushed tears away from my eyes. “I am terrified I’ll ruin everything. I don’t want to lose the man I love and my… friend at the same time.”

Elena laughed. I turned to stare at her. “What is wrong with you?”

“Sorry, Seba.” She patted my back and took a deep breath. “You can call him your best friend, you know.” Another fit of giggles. “After all this time, you are still so careful not to hurt my feelings. But I know he’s the best friend you’ve ever had. Just like Evi knows Edi feels the same. It’s fine, we’re still close, despite everything.”

I rolled my eyes and half-hugged her. “You’re my best female friend, if that makes you feel better.”

She grinned at me and nodded. “Of course! I’m fine knowing we love each other and are there for each other when needed. I don’t need anything else from you. This is not a competition.”

I smiled as I stared at the fine grains of sand. Despite how relaxed I always felt around Elena, there was an underlying fear gripping me. I knew she was right, but I was too scared of losing what little hope I still had. 

Elena squeezed my shoulder and I turned to look into her eyes. “You have to man up, Seba. You have to come clean and see where that leads you. I am sure he’ll stay your friend, no matter what. But you can’t live your life like this, always hoping he’ll realize it one day. Just be blunt, give him a real chance to decide how he feels about you.”

I sighed and wrapped my arms around my knees. “I know you’re right. Not sure I can do it though.”

She snorted and slapped my back gently. “I believe in you. Now get up and let’s go home. I am freezing here.”

***

I loved the buzz of alcohol. I didn’t like to be drunk, but a little booze coursing through my blood had a nice feel. We’d had dinner together and then chased it with a few beers. We’d laughed and talked and reminisced over our school days. In between, we caught up with everything the others were doing. The girls had boyfriends, new ones, and we harassed them about setting up meetings. Sadly, they’d banded together and flat out refused. Apparently, we could be intimidating and get sucked into the thrill of scaring guys straight with our detailed recounts of what we’d do to them if they ever hurt our girls. It was more like scaring them away than onto the path of righteousness, I guess.

Evelina yawned and stretched. “C’mon, guys. Time to go home. I am exhausted.”

A bleary-eyed Elena nodded her approval. 

I exchanged a look and subtle nod with Edi and we all left the restaurant. We walked the girls to Elena’s small apartment, which wasn’t that far from the restaurant. Evelina was staying with her, but we’d gotten a room at a hotel, as the studio was just too small for four people to share. 

On the way back, Edi wrapped a hand around my shoulders, and held me close. My heart skipped a few beats, enough that I wondered how the heck I was still able to walk. 

My normal self would have driven me insane with questions and fears. Tonight though, I settled into this reality of being close to Edi. I grinned like an idiot and snuggled closer, my arm around his waist. It felt good, adding to the alcohol-induced thrill, and I just couldn’t be bothered to care. 

The night air was cool and smelled of fish and salty water. I wondered if it would sober me up. The hotel was too close for me to lose my buzz and being pressed against Edi was too intoxicating anyway. 

As we walked through the hotel lobby and went up the stairs to our second-floor room, Edi never let go of me. Despite my slightly inebriated state, I couldn’t stop myself from sneaking a few glances around us. No one noticed, the girl working the reception was dozing off, and the guy at the bar was too busy drying glasses. 

The moment the door closed behind us, Edi pushed me against it, his body crowding mine. He sighed and nuzzled the side of my neck. “I want you so bad.” 

I moaned and rolled my hips, seeking some friction for the sudden hard-on drawing my blood downwards. Edi chuckled and sucked my earlobe into his mouth. I swore under my breath and clung to him, hoping nothing would stop us this time. 

As he was kissing and stripping me on the way to the bed we shared, I thought of coming clean. Elena’s words flashed in my mind, and I almost opened my mouth to speak. Edi’s tongue exploring it made all words flow out of my head, my entire being focused on touching him, kissing him back. 

Edi pushed, his hand splayed on my bare chest, and I fell on top of the sheets. I giggled as he struggled to remove my shoes and jeans. 

“Idiot!” He rubbed his hands over his face, then adjusted his cock. “Commando again?”

I grinned and licked my lips. “I was running out of time when we got ready for dinner. I skipped the unimportant parts. 

Edi groaned and set a knee on the bed, intending to climb it. “No,” I said, louder than I should. “Condoms and lube first.”

He went to fumble with his duffle bag. I grinned, touched by the fact I wasn’t the only one who’d come prepared. 

Edi took too long, giving my mind time to go insane. What if it wasn’t because he’d hoped we’d idiot? What if he wanted to hook up with some random guy?

A condom and a sealed bottle of lube landed on the bed and startled me. I turned to look at Edi, and zeroed in on his hunger. The shiny lips, the tongue moistening them even more, the darkened eyes, the rush to release his cock from his jeans and underwear. 

Edi didn’t even bother to fully undress. He pushed his jeans and boxer briefs down his thighs and kneeled between my parted legs. He struggled to unseal the lube, cursing as the tight plastic wrap fought him. I sat up and grabbed the condom, ripping it open and sliding it up his shaft. He shuddered and groaned at my touch, so I kept stroking him, getting off on the pleasure I was giving him. 

When the lube popped open, he stole a quick kiss and pushed me back onto the sheets. He slicked himself up, then poured a sufficient dollop onto my crack. I hissed at the cold liquid and he chuckled. “Sorry, a little impatient here.”

“S’fine,” I growled, parting my legs more and pushing my rear onto his fingers. “The faster you’re inside me, the better.”

Edi swore again and lowered himself on top of me. He kissed me, rough and deep, as his fingers slid in and out of me. Just when I was about to tell him it was enough, he replaced his fingers with the tip of his cock. 

I wasn’t too loosened, but I didn’t care. I whimpered, trying to impale myself on his cock. 

“Shh, easy, Seba. I don’t want to hurt you.” Edi sucked on my neck and slowly slid inside me. The stretch burned, but not enough to be unpleasant. 

“Idiot, go faster. Please, Edi, it’s been so long.” I almost didn’t recognize my own voice. Since when was I begging like this, so impatient and needy? 

Edi groaned and bottomed out. He took a few deep breaths, trying to collect himself, but I couldn’t wait. I needed him to mess me now. I grabbed his shoulders and rolled my hips, myself on his hard cock. 

Edi grabbed my wrists and pinned them above my head. “Didn’t I say to take it easy?”

His voice sounded rough and it sent shivers down my spine. “I can’t, I just can’t. Please, just idiot me.”

Edi released my wrists and slid his arms under me, hooking them around my shoulders. He thrust deep, putting all his strength into it. I cried out, arching my back. He did it again, and I lost my mind. 

I was moaning and begging, calling his name and telling him to go harder. Edi gave me his all, me into the mattress. I had no idea how I was still hanging on, how I didn’t spill all over myself. It was so good, so right, that I was spiraling out of control. 

“Come for me, Seba,” he whispered and kissed me, open-mouthed and sloppy. I shuddered under him and hot semen erupted between us. A couple more thrusts and Edi climaxed on hoarse groans, convulsing in my arms. He fell on top of me and I held him close, my heart thundering in my chest. How exactly had I survived without this? How would I stay sane after it? 

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Edi asked, lifting himself up. 

“Nothing, why?”

Edi cupped my face, brushing off fat tears with his thumb. “Because you’re crying.” He slid out of me, but didn’t move any further. He rolled onto his back and pulled me on top, my head burrowed into his chest. Edi stroked my hair, a gentle brush of fingers along my scalp. “What’s wrong, Seba? Please tell me.”

“I can’t… I just can’t anymore.”

“Did I hurt you?”

Yes. “No. It’s…” I sniffled and tried to compose myself. My breath came out in pants, and I couldn’t rein in my tears. I pushed him away when he tried to wipe my face again and I sat up, looking down into those beautiful brown eyes of his. 

I took a deep breath and shuddered as I released the air. This was all wrong, not how I’d ever pictured it, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t hide anymore. “I love you, Edi.”

He smiled and tried to reach for me. I caught his hand and held it between mine. “I don’t mean it the way you think I do. I’m in love with you. Have been since I was thirteen.”

Edi opened his mouth to say something but I shook my head. I wasn’t done yet. “I can’t do this anymore. Have sex with you and pretend I’m not dying inside when we eventually stop. Not telling you how I feel. Acting like it’s just sex. It breaks me, and I can’t do it anymore.”

He tried to speak again, but I placed a finger over his lips and he pressed them together. I smiled and brushed away my tears. “It’s been so long, I don’t know what to do with how I feel anymore. I kept bouncing between hoping I’d tell you one day and everything would be great, and trying to get over it. Especially when Robert was around.”

I sighed and hung my head. “I tried so hard to forget and move on. I ran all the way to Cambridge, for idiot’s sake. I tried to date Damien, although I’ve always been honest with him. He knew about you, about how I felt. I just couldn’t. I was never able to stop loving you. And I don’t think I really wanted to.”

Edi pulled me back into his arms. He kissed the top of my head and said nothing. It was for the best, I couldn’t deal with more than my confession right now. The tears kept coming and I was exhausted. So I soaked in the warmth of his embrace, and left everything else for another day. 

***

I woke up alone, hugging Edi’s pillow. Panic gripped me and I sat up in a second, blinking fast so I could get the room in focus. There was a note on the bedside table, Edi’s familiar handwriting calming down my erratic heartbeat. Gone to get us breakfast. Okay, so he’d not abandoned me. Yet. 

I went through last night’s events, cringing at how I’d behaved. The needy begging, the way I’d broken down and cried my way through a love confession, the desperate manner I’d clung to Edi for hours before I’d finally passed out. Goodness, I was such a wuss! Such a freaking sorry excuse for an adult! If this were to happen in my teens, it wouldn’t have surprised me. But I thought I’d outgrown it. I sure no longer looked like an oversensitive kid. On the inside, though, I hadn’t changed much. 

Or maybe this was the breakdown that had been a long time coming. What was it now? About thirteen years of loving him, longing for him, wishing he were mine? That was half of my life. And early childhood didn’t matter. My reality was simple. I’d loved Edi most of my life and I’d finally crumbled under the weight of it. 

I dragged myself to the bathroom, my rear and muscles a little worse for wear. Idiot, it had been good, being taken like that, messed into oblivion. No wonder I’d shattered. I washed up quickly, drying myself with the hotel’s towels. 

As I was pulling underwear on, I heard the room door open and close. Edi was back and fear slammed right into me, seizing my lungs and squeezing all air out. I swallowed hard and did my best to breathe. I finished getting dressed and stepped out into the room. 

Edi was leaning against the window, his arms and shoulders tense. When he heard me, he turned. He was pissed. Angry beyond belief, like I’d rarely seen him. 

“What’s wrong?”

He winced at the sound of my voice. His frown deepened, his lips disappearing almost entirely in a thin line. His jaw twitched as he looked away from me. 

“Edi?” Same wincing reaction, like he couldn’t stand the sound of my voice. Idiot, I’d expected this to go in a million different ways. But seeing him angry and disgusted wasn’t one. 

“Is there anyone who didn’t know?” he said through clenched teeth. 

“What?” I sounded stupid, but I couldn’t help it. 

“I had breakfast with the girls. I was a bit… out of it, preoccupied. Evi asked what was wrong. I blurted out about your confession last night.”

I sighed and squeezed my eyes shut. Them knowing already must have been a shock, but I still couldn’t explain the anger. 

“Elena had the decency to look guilty. Evi laughed in my face!”

I shivered at his raised voice. I knew Edi would never hurt me, but I knew his strength too. 

“I’m sorry.”

“She said it wasn’t anyone’s fault, I was blind as a bat.”

I winced and made myself as small as I could. “That wasn’t very nice. Or fair.”

“So how long have they known?”

Breathe, Sebastian. Breathe and answer his questions. “Elena found out shortly after I figured it out myself. Back in the seventh grade.”

“When you were thirteen?” He shook his head. 

“She was my best friend.” I kept my tone light, but I was getting angry myself. Of all the reasons in the world, this was why he was so upset with me? “I didn’t know, before you. It’s how I figured out I was gay.”

“Idiot,” he muttered. “Fine. And Evi?”

I shrugged, not able to meet his eyes. “I don’t think I outright told her. She… She just figured it out, somehow. I probably wasn’t as great at hiding it as I thought.”

“When, Seba? When did she figure it out?”

“Seventh grade, probably.”

Edi turned to face the window, his body so tense I was sure he was going to punch something. “Did you talk to them about it? Over the years?”

“Sometimes, yes.”

“Heck!”

I growled and rubbed my temples. “Why the heck are you so angry, Edi? What did you expect me to do? Listen to you moan over how much you loved Robert and confess?”

“Forget you, Seba! You had plenty of chances to tell me.”

I walked to where he was standing, turning him around with more force than I intended. His eyes were ablaze, but I suspected so were mine. “Did you ever think I might have been afraid? Of how you’d react, of messing up our friendship? And do you really think you were up for any more blows when you were with Robert?”

He reached for my T-shirt, grabbing its front and pulling me closer. “I thought we were best friends, Seba. I shared everything of myself with you. No secrets. No lies. And it took you having a breakdown to tell me about this? You lied to me for most of our friendship. How selfless was your advice during that time, huh?”

I pushed his hand away, the hurt tightening around my throat. “Stop,” I warned, pressing the heel of my hand over my chest. 

“Did you tell Robert? Did you blab to him about how you loved me and how we’d messed? Is that why he despised you?”

I gasped and turned my back to him, unable to face him any longer. “I can’t believe you’d ask that. Of course I didn’t say a word to him.”

“Maybe you showed him, like you showed Evi. He wasn’t dumb, he could have figured it all out.”

I hunched over the bed, holding myself on one arm, the other still pressing over my heart. “You can’t really mean that.”

“Why not? It’s not like I know you. It’s not like you haven’t kept the biggest part of yourself hidden from me!”

“I… I didn’t. I only kept quiet about how I felt about you.”

“For thirteen years!” He yelled it so loud, I was sure the windows shook. 

I shrank under his accusations. He was right about my hiding a big part of myself from him. But that was it, I’d kept quiet about loving him. Nothing else. 

Had my love for him influenced my advice to him? I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at some random spot on the wall and going through as many of my conversations as I could remember. 

Had I been too biased? Maybe, in his favor. I’d always, always tried to protect him. Ever since that day in Bușteni, when I’d seen Evelina with her boyfriend. All I wanted was for him to be happy and safe. Even if it wasn’t with me. 

The only reason I’d ever told him to send Robert on his way was because that mongrel had broken Edi’s heart. And when I figured I wouldn’t be able to stand by Edi as he tortured himself once more by taking Robert in, I’d left. No ultimatums, I’d just removed myself from the equation. 

“We’re leaving,” Edi muttered. “Pack your bags. I’ll take a shower and then we’re off. We’re picking up Evi on the way.”

I didn’t answer and he did not wait for a reply. The moment the door closed behind him I was on my feet and throwing everything I had into my duffle bag. I put my shoes on, shoved my phone into my pocket and went out the door. 

There were a few cabs in front of the hotel, I took one and headed for the station. As I was googling trains, I ran across the minibus schedule. There was one departing soon. I called the number they had listed and made sure they had a free seat. 

I thought the driver would be pissed if he had to take me to a different destination, but he only nodded and took me where I needed. My phone rang and I blindly silenced it. I didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. Not even Edi. 

***

I couldn’t remember much of my bus ride to Bucharest. It had been long and hot, but a complete blur. I’d stared out the window, not really seeing anything. I walked to the North station and got on the first train that left for Ploiești. 

The fast train took me home in less than an hour. I thought about taking a cab, but got on a bus instead. I was too messed up to risk running into a chatty driver. It was pretty empty, and I went all the way to the back. No one would want to talk to me here. 

When I finally made it home, I was exhausted. There was no one to welcome me, which was for the best. I went to my room, dropped the bag on the floor and landed face first on my bed. I didn’t bother with my shoes or my clothes. I closed my eyes and thought to rest for a while. 

It was dark when I woke up. I turned on my back and shuffled up to lean on the pillows. I listened intently, but there were no sounds in the house. Dad was probably working a late shift, so my aunt wouldn’t stop by until tomorrow morning. Especially not since I was supposed to arrive back late anyway. 

I sighed and stayed there, staring at the ceiling. I wondered if I should eat, but I didn’t feel particularly hungry. 

The more I thought of Edi’s harsh words, the less I knew what to make of them. One moment I was angry, the next drowned in guilt. I should have never told him how I felt. None of this would have happened. I wouldn’t be hurting this badly. 

The sting of tears running down my face infuriated me. What was I? Three? Last night and now again, crying my eyes out like a baby. I didn’t think I’d cried this much in my entire life. And for what? To be accused of being a nasty friend? Idiot Edi, idiot me for being so weak, and idiot everyone. Just because they were in the world, they could all go to perdition. Earth itself could implode for all I cared. 

The doorbell rang and I groaned. Incredible, it looked like Auntie wouldn’t wait for morning after all. The bell went off again, and I stood up. Maybe I’d left my key in the lock and she couldn’t open the door. Or maybe she’d forgotten her keys. 

I opened the door and cursed. Why hadn’t I checked the peephole? I pushed it shut, right in Edi’s face, but I’d been to slow. He’d stopped it and I was too mellow for a strength competition. 

“What do you want?”

He grimaced and looked to his side. “Can I come in? Please.”

I dropped my hand and turned on my heels, going straight for the kitchen to get myself some water. 

After downing a half-liter bottle in pretty much one gulp, I uncapped another one and took a few more sips. Edi stood there, looking at me and saying nothing. I stared him down, until he looked away, still silent. 

With a half shrug, I turned to retreat to my room. His strong grip on my upper arm stopped me. I turned, releasing myself from his hold and getting in his face. “What. Do. You. Want?”

Edi grabbed the back of my neck and kissed me, a harsh punishing lip lock that almost broke through my anger. Almost. 

I pushed him back with more force than I’d intended. “What do you think you’re doing?”

His eyes searched mine, a strange sheen to them, like he was about to cry. Or go mad. He took a few steps closer. I took a step back. I didn’t want him to touch me. I didn’t want to be swept up in it and then be hurt and disappointed when he was done with me. 

“Please. Just stay still.”

I hated that I shivered when he whispered like that. It made me angry to crumble so easily at his smallest request. Still, I didn’t move. 

Edi closed the space between us and pecked my lips. His hands took hold of mine and he squeezed them, not enough to hurt, but enough to remind me he was there. 

“Edi, why the heck are you doing this?”

He shook his head and lowered his gaze. “I don’t know. I just…”

“You what? Did you think this through? And decided it was a great idea after this morning?”

Edi sighed and touched his forehead to mine. “Look, I don’t want to talk. Not now. I need you. Can we just… be?”

Be? How the heck did he want us to just be? Idiot. He meant he wanted us to mess, because he needed it right now. Was he too horny to hold it in his pants? Did he think this was the right way to mend our friendship? Had he even considered what this would do to me? Of course not. Otherwise he wouldn’t have asked to skip the talking. 

Edi kissed the side of my neck and wrapped his arms around me. I stiffened, hoping like mad I wouldn’t break, wouldn’t give in. 

“Please, Seba. I need this. I think you do too. Can we?”

Dang, he wasn’t playing fair. He licked his way up and down the side of my neck, a nip here, a suck there, until I was so hard, I could pound nails with my toe. I groaned, more anger than lust in the sound and forced him to release me. I grabbed his hand and dragged him all the way to my room. 

I closed the door behind us and turned on the light. “Fine. You say you want this?” He nodded, a little unsure and shaky. “Strip. Get on the bed. All fours.”

He shivered, his pupils going wide.

I watched him as he hurried to undress, throwing his clothes on the floor. He climbed onto the bed, on his knees, his hands grabbing my headboard. For a second, I thought to throw lube on the bed, tell him to prep and then idiot him. Fast, hard, no sentiment in it. He only wanted a idiot, didn’t he? So why bother to give him more. 

I crouched over the duffle bag I’d used for our trip and looked for my own lube and condoms. As I was searching through it, my eyes landed on some of the framed photos on my nightstand. One with my aunt and cousins, one with my dad, and a couple of me and Edi. 

As much as he seemed to deserve it, I couldn’t act like a jerk. Not with the man I’d loved for so long. Not with my best friend. 

I threw the lube and a condom on the bed and took my clothes off. Slowly, never breaking eye contact with Edi. He swallowed hard, goosebumps spreading along his arms, probably down his spine too, but I couldn’t see from the side of the bed. 

I slid on the bed, getting on my knees behind him. I reached for him, pulling him closer and kissing him over his shoulder. Slowly, like we had all the time in the world. As my tongue explored his mouth, my hands slid over his gorgeous skin. Darker than mine, smooth for the most part. I mapped it all out with my fingers, just in case this was exactly what I thought it was. Our final idiot. 

I took my time prepping him. Knowing how he operated, it had been a long time for him too. I spread him open, slowly, until he was begging me to mess him. I loved him like this, needy and pliant in my arms. It was something I enjoyed almost as much as having him idiot me. We hadn’t done it very often, switching positions like this, but every time we did it, he enjoyed it more than anything. 

A long time ago Edi had confessed not a lot of people were interested in topping him. Nor was he very keen to let just anyone do it. I knew Robert had never shown any interest, and that before me, only our senpai from the karate classes, Victor, had tried it a few times. Edi was tall and strong, and he seemed to attract men who wanted to be topped. Plus there was the pesky issue of trust. 

When I finally couldn’t take it anymore, I slid inside him in one smooth thrust. I held him up against me, my chest glued to his back, and we moved together. Slow and deep thrusts, enough to keep us both on edge, but not enough for it to end too quickly. I gritted my teeth and tried to keep my orgasm at bay, focusing on Edi, on teasing him, and on not letting him touch himself. 

My plan worked for a while. My room was drowned in moans, gasps, and the occasional swearing. But soon enough my restraint broke and I started him harder, faster, giving him everything he begged for, and everything I had. 

“Idiot, Seba. You feel so good,” he shouted on a particularly well-positioned thrust. He turned his head and kissed me, then shuddered in my arms, coming just like that, nothing stimulating his cock. 

I shouted his name and came, drawn in by his tightening around my cock. I kept moving through our orgasms, prolonging the shivers and contractions as much as I could. 

When I couldn’t hold myself up anymore, I sat on my heels, and Edi followed. His head lolled to the side, resting on my shoulder. I watched his chest rise and fall, going from ragged short expansions to draw in as much air as he could, to steady, rhythmic moves. 

I lifted him a little and let my cock slide out of him, then discarded the condom. I had some wet wipes somewhere, and I fumbled to get them. We only did minimal cleaning before sliding under the sheets, wrapped in each other’s arms. 

“I’ve missed that like crazy,” Edi mumbled, his voice thick with sleep. 

“Me took.” I kissed the top of his head and pulled him closer. “Sleep, we both need it.”

Edi sighed and nodded against my chest. He placed a small kiss right above my heart and we both drifted off. 

***

It shouldn’t have shocked me so badly, waking up alone. I knew it was a sweaty, hot goodbye, nothing more. Yet it hurt even more because Edi hadn’t had the balls to tell me himself. 

Still, I had former classmates to see and my parents to hang out with. I could do it. I could grit my teeth and bear it, being here without Edi. Sleeping in a room where we’d had sex. Where I’d made love to him and he’d just gotten a good idiot out of it. 

I did manage it, for about a day. In the evening, with no word at all from Edi, I exchanged my ticket for an earlier flight. It was just a day earlier, but it had already been more than I could handle. 

Dad and Auntie didn’t take it too well, but they refrained from asking too many questions. They took my excuse of being needed back in Cambridge at face value and  drove me to the airport. 

Even if Edi hadn’t heard I was leaving, I still hoped he’d somehow know. That once again I’d find him waiting for me at the airport. Silly dreams, stupid childhood love that I couldn’t let go of. 

I hated myself for being so weak. I hated Edi for being such a coward. And I hated the world that had forced us together in such complicated circumstances. Had he not met Robert, he’d never be the Edi I loved. But who said I couldn’t love the unharmed, baggage free version of him? 

It didn’t matter anymore. I had confessed my feelings, just like Elena had told me to. Just like Evelina had urged me to so many times along the years. What good did it do me? I’d gotten a huge fight, a world of hurt, and being left hopeless. 


Dawn

THERE WAS SOMETHING about being busy that made everything bearable. I had my dissertation to finish, and a lot of meetings with my professor to put in the finishing touches. Of course, I’d done most of the work already, but one of my internships had turned into a part-time job which provided endless challenges and distractions. 

“So, what are you going to do after your presentation?” Damien asked. We were at the coffee shop next to our building, doing our weekly catch-up. 

I smiled and shrugged. “I really have no clue.”

Damien chuckled and nodded. “Look, from what I can see, you’re a fine programmer. Wherever you want to live, I am sure you won’t have to worry too much about finding a job.”

I tilted my head and looked at him, but I already knew he meant it. We’d developed a pretty solid friendship since our breakup, once we’d gone through the phase of awkward bumping into each other in the hallway. “Yes, true. It’s not my career that has me at a loss. I know what I want to do. The ‘where’ is a bigger problem.”

Damien winked and patted my hand. “I think we both know you want to return to Bucharest.”

I shrugged again. “I thought so. Now I don’t know anymore.”

Damien frowned and leaned over the small table, inching closer to me. “Something happened during your visit home. Why won’t you tell me?”

I cringed and shook my head. “I just can’t talk about it yet.”

“Then it has to do with Edi.”

I nodded once. There was no point in lying. And I couldn’t avoid the reality forever. It had been a couple of weeks, so I hoped it would get better in time. 

“Did he go back to his boyfriend?” Damien prodded. 

“Idiot, no!” I relaxed in my chair. “Although, I am not sure if that would have been worse.” If there was someone else, maybe the sting of harsh rejection would have been better.

Damien shook his head and shut his mouth before he said anything. He sipped his tea and let it go, which I was thankful for. 

My phone started buzzing, sliding on the table. Edi’s special ringtone followed, and my stomach twisted painfully. 

Damien glanced at the phone and noticed the name and photo it displayed. “Aren’t you going to answer that?”

I swallowed hard. I couldn’t, I didn’t want to talk to Edi. Not now, not ever. The phone kept ringing, each sound piercing my heart. My mouth went dry and my hands shook. Finally, it stopped, and I let go of the breath I was holding. A shrill beep announcing he’d left a message broke my balance again. 

I worried my lip, staring at the phone. What if it was something important? What if I’d regret not answering? Damien groaned and picked up my phone, holding it up for me. “Unlock it. I’ll pre-listen to it for you. If it’s important, I’ll tell you.”

It made sense, but my hand still shook as I drew the unlock pattern. Damien touched the screen a few times, then held the phone to his ear. It seemed to take forever, and I couldn’t stay still. I was fussing in my chair like my rear was on fire. 

Damien sighed and extended his hand. “You’d better have a listen.”

His face was unreadable. I couldn’t guess if it was good or bad. I took the phone from his hand, his so steady compared to mine, and pressed it to my ear. Before the message started its replay, Damien pulled his car keys out of his pocket and placed them on the table in front of me. What was going on?

Hey, Seba. Look… I don’t know what to say. Just sorry, I guess. Anyway, I’m at the airport. I’m boarding my flight in… twenty. It lands in about three hours. It’s fine if you don’t come pick me up. I’ll be at your place as soon as I can. See you.

I gulped and placed the phone on the table, next to the keys. “Why is he coming?”

Damien laughed and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know, Sebastian. I’m guessing it has to do with whatever happened in Romania.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and rested my head on a bended arm. “I told him. Everything. How I felt, for how long… It didn’t go particularly well.”

Damien sighed. “Thought so.” He ran his hand through his hair, then rested his elbows on the table. “He’s either here to sort out your friendship, or to be with you. Whichever it is, you should go pick him up and see it through.”

Damien was right. Of course he was, but I was too paralyzed to move, let alone drive myself there. 

“You’re too shaken up, aren’t you?” he asked, taking my hand in his. 

All I could do was swallow hard and nod. 

“We have some time. Let’s have another cup and if you’re still as rattled, I’ll drive you there.”

My eyes snapped up to his. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I care? We’re friends now, aren’t we?”

“Of course we are.”

“Then why would you ask?” Damien tilted his head and smiled. “I know you think you’ve hurt me. And you have, on some level. But it was my fault more than yours. You never lied, and I knew better than to try and change things when you weren’t ready.”

“Thank you, Damien.” I squeezed his hand before releasing it. If he was going to be this nice, the least I could do was buy him another cup of tea. 

We had plenty of time to get to the airport, but about an hour in, I started getting antsy. After a few eye rolls and sighs, Damien gave in and suggested we drove there. We’d be early, I knew that, but I just couldn’t sit and pretend my brain hadn’t gone into overdrive. 

“Idiot, good thing we left early,” I said as I was reading the panels hanging over the motorway announcing a traffic jam ahead. 

Damien nodded and slowed down. “Hopefully it clears up quickly.”

I laughed nervously and gave him a sideway glance. “Do you think it’s a bad sign? I mean, we left early and it looks like we won’t make it.”

Damien glared at me and for a second I thought he was about to slap me across the face. “When exactly did you start believing in omens, premonitions, and other garbage?”

I looked out the window. “I don’t think I am sure about anything anymore.”

Damien’s hand landed on my shoulder. “He’s on his way here, and it’s not a brisk walk down the road. He took a plane to fly to you. It’s as good a sign as they come.”

His words didn’t magically make all my anxiety disappear, but they did help. Enough that I could survive driving a mile an hour for what seemed like forever. We made it to the airport in time, sort of. If the plane had landed earlier and Edi hadn’t waited for me, he’d get home before us and be greeted by an empty apartment. 

Why hadn’t I picked up the phone? Because I was too afraid of what he’d have to say. And never in my wildest dreams had I imagined he’d fly over just like that. 

The way Damien dropped me off in the middle of the parking lot, still trying to find a spot to park, gave me a déjà vu feeling. I shook it off and ran through the airport, stopping long enough to check on Edi’s flight. It had landed not long ago. There was still time. 

Eyes glued to the doors he was supposed to come through, I tried to steady myself. Breathe, relax, uncoil my straining muscles. My success rate was minuscule, but at least my heart didn’t feel like it was pounding its way out of my chest.

Edi stepped through the gates, his eyes searching, his lips parted. He was squeezing the strap on his backpack over one shoulder. He walked slowly, trying to take in the entire arrivals area in one glance, his eyes squinting. 

I raised my arm and waived, then called his name. Edi immediately turned toward me. His lips formed a brilliant, happy smile, lighting up his face. He took longer, quicker steps and closed the distance between us. 

“What the heck?” I reached out for his face, frowning at the dark circles under his eyes. He looked disheveled, like he’d had a rough time.

Edi looked down and half-shrugged. “Yeah, I don’t look so good. Sorry.”

“Harass that! Are you okay?” I had to force him to look at me, putting pressure under his jaw. 

When our eyes met, his were red rimmed. “No, not really. Better now, though.” Edi flung his arms around me and pulled me into a tight hug. So tight I had to struggle to breathe. I wanted to hug him back, I wanted to tell him how happy I was to see him. But this felt so unreal, so dreamlike, that I was stunned into silence. 

“Come on, let’s go,” I muttered and turned to the exit. 

Edi grabbed my hand, twining our fingers together, and I sighed, my eyes fluttering shut. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Edi.”

He leaned close, his lips hovering over my ear. “I’ve never been surer of what I was supposed to do. Let’s go, okay? We’ll talk about everything, I promise.”

It was warm outside, but far from hot. Yet I felt like I was on fire. Heat enveloped my hand and spread through my body. Edi moving beside me drove me insane. I didn’t know what to think or feel. I was happy, thrilled to see him. But it felt like a cruel joke. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that, come morning, he’d disappear again. 

As we approached the car, Edi stopped in his tracks and released my hand. I turned to him, to ask what was wrong, but his slack jaw and pale face, his wide eyes staring at Damien gave me the answer. 

“Too late,” Edi murmured his head falling forward, tucked between his shoulders.

I reached out to him, but he shrugged me off. It hurt. I got it, he was shocked, maybe tired from the trip and overreacting, but it hurt. Enough that I took a step back and considered disappearing, going somewhere where I didn’t have to deal with this. 

The car door slammed shut and steps approached us. “Hey, Edi. Good to see you again. May I have your bag, please? I think I love playing driver. You kids get in the back. It’s cool and quiet inside.”

I jumped at Edi’s light touch on my shoulder. “Just the driver?” His voice broke and that was enough for me to put aside my hurt and look at him. 

The redness in his eyes was worse now. There was a glimmer of something else though, and I clung to that. “He offered me the car, but I… I was too wound up to drive.”

“Oh, thank idiot.” He took a deep breath, closing his eyes on the inhale. He held it in for a few seconds and then let it out. “I thought… I thought you got back together. And I was too late getting here.”

I tilted my head, frowning as I stared at him. He looked… sincere. Like he really feared he might have lost me. But why? He’d rejected me the last time. He’d said nothing in weeks. And now he was here, worked up over seeing Damien. Goodness, this was a mess. And we needed to talk. But that wasn’t going to happen, not if we stood here like idiots, while Damien waited in the driver’s seat. 

***

We should have been talking. I knew that, it was the smart thing to do. Talk this through, figure out where we stood, what both of us wanted. Instead, here I was, shoved against my apartment’s door, Edi crowding me and kissing me like his life depended on it. I should have stopped him. I needed to push him away. But then he moaned and rolled his hips, and I was a goner. 

I clung to Edi as his hands roamed all over my body, caressing under my shirt, running up and down my thighs. Heck, it felt good. I was flying just from this much contact. I wondered how high he’d send me if we were to get naked. 

Edi fumbled with my jeans’ buttons until he managed to get them open. He pushed them and my underwear low enough to release my cock, then closed his fingers around my shaft and stroked. My knees went weak, and if I weren’t pressed between the door and his body, I would have slid down into a puddle. 

He groaned and latched onto my neck, kissing and sucking his way from right under my ear to my collarbone. He bit down and I gasped. When had it become so unbearably hot to be with him? Had it always been like this? Was it worse now, after I’d been convinced I’d lost him forever? 

I whimpered when he released my cock, but it wasn’t for long. He unzipped his own jeans and pressed his throbbing erection over mine, his hand going back to stroking. 

“Oh goodness, you’re killing me,” I whispered, the pleasure of our cocks squeezed together like this too much for my voice to have any volume. 

Edi groaned and fused our mouths together. My hand slid between us, closing over his, putting even more pressure on our dicks. His touch felt hot and slick, and I knew I wasn’t going to last long. Neither was he. 

Too soon, we shouted our matching releases in each other’s mouth. It was the hottest thing ever: pleasure too pure to continue kissing, need too great to put any distance between our lips. We hovered there, breathing each other in, until we recovered enough to stand without help. 

Edi pulled my jeans up, then did the same with his. He reached for my hand and took it in his. He lifted it to his lips and kissed my fingers. 

We should have talked. We should have acted like adults and used our words to reconnect. Instead, Edi dragged me to my bedroom, undressed me and laid me down on top of the sheets. Instead of a conversation, we rediscovered each other’s bodies with tongues, lips, hands, and noses. I’d missed his taste, his smell, everything about it. So ourselves into an exhausted sleep… that wasn’t the worst, was it?

***

My bedroom was dark when I woke up, despite forgetting to pull the blackout curtains. I usually couldn’t sleep if there was strong light coming in, but I’d been too exhausted for that to matter. The sound of rain and the dim light almost lulled me back to sleep, caressed by memories of everything we’d done. My toe buried into Edi’s mouth, then his rear. Him me like there was no tomorrow. That talented mouth of his loosening me to take him again. Idiot, what had that been? It felt like sex overload. Like we’d tried to fix it all with our bodies. 

I reached back to touch him, and my heart sank. The bed was empty. Judging by how cold it felt, he’d been gone a while. No, not again! My heart thundered in my ears, my eyes stung like crazy and I knew I needed to get out of bed and out of this cursed bedroom that smelled too much like Edi. 

I made it to the bedroom door and leaned on the door frame. I felt queasy, unsteady, like the floor was going to disappear from under me. I’d been so stupid! Thinking this was any different from that night he’d visited at my dad’s place. That he wouldn’t just idiot me and leave. 

For a second there, I’d thought he wanted me too. More than a friend, more than an occasional sex partner. I’d been so wrong. It had been thirteen years of waiting. Why would it happen now, all of a sudden?

“Hey, babe, I got breakfast!”

I looked up through tear-soaked eyes. My gaze landed on Edi. Smiling and holding up a to-go bag from the coffee shop downstairs. He looked amazing, showered and wearing clean clothes. 

“You idiot!” I threw myself at him, holding on for dear life. 

He wrapped his free arm around me and pulled me close. “Seba, what’s wrong?”

I nuzzled his neck and groaned at the scent of him and his aftershave. “I woke up and you were gone. Again!”

“I only went downstairs to grab us something to eat.” Edi kissed the top of my head and rocked me gently. 

“I don’t care! Don’t do that. Last time… last time you left and never came back. Didn’t call or email or send smoke signals for weeks. And then… Then you showed up here out of the blue!” I pushed myself off him and took a step back, rage coursing through me. “You broke my heart in ways I didn’t know it could still break, you jerk. And you said we’d talk, but we didn’t. We messed each other like rabbits on crack and…” My voice broke and I had to gulp for air. I brushed my hair out of my face and sniffled. “And then I woke up alone. Thinking you’d run away, again.”

Edi stood there, staring at me, mouth open, without moving a muscle. When I was done, out of steam rather than out of things to throw at him, he sighed. He placed the bag on the coffee table in front of the sofa, and walked to me. He pulled me back into his arms and kissed my cheek. 

“I’m sorry, babe, I didn’t think. I just wanted to do something nice for you. It didn’t cross my mind how it would look if you woke up alone.”

“That’s the second time,” I said, knowing it was stupid to keep track of such simple things. I would though, for a while at least. 

“Second time?”

“Yeah, second time you called me ‘babe.’ Feels surreal.”

Edi chuckled and kissed my cheek again. “You’ll get used to it.”

I nodded and closed my eyes, soaking up his closeness. 

“Hey,” he whispered, pushing me back enough to look into my eyes. “Maybe put some clothes on and we can have that talk? It’s long overdue.”

“Sure.” I winced. What if it was bad, in the end? I’d been patient for a long time. But now he was here, and we’d spent the entire night having sex. I was more addicted to him than ever, and he’d called me ‘babe.’ I really couldn’t survive losing him now. 

“Go on!” He turned me around and slapped my rear. “I’ll be waiting right here.”

I rushed through my shower and usual morning routine. I tried my best to be thorough, but it was hard not to splash some water on my face, put a bathrobe on, and run to him. I needed to calm down, give my mind a chance to quiet down, and give my heart a break before I developed some sort of condition. 

When I was done, all clean and dressed, I stepped into the living room. Edi was lounging on my sofa, coffee cup in hand. He smiled when he saw me, and by the time I sat next to him, he had my cup out of the bag and into my hands. 

“Mmm, this smells good,” I said before I took a sip, closing my eyes as the strong, rich aroma flooded my senses. 

Edi cleared his throat and squirmed. “Maybe keep the sexy toned down? Kind of hard to talk when you make those sounds.”

I arched a brow and looked at him over the rim of my cup. “What are you talking about?”

He sighed and rolled his eyes. “You make the exact same sound when you have my toe in your mouth.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Really? Never knew I had that effect on you.”

Edi rubbed his forehead and moved closer to me. “Well, the truth is…” He looked away. “Man, this is hard.”

I stared at him, not knowing what to make of his embarrassment. But I certainly loved the tinge of red on his cheeks. I reached out and took his hand in mine, rubbing circles on its back with my thumb. “Tell me.”

Edi’s eyes met mine and I found it a little harder to breathe. Or think. “With you, that was always the best sex I ever had.”

I knew my jaw was probably somewhere on the floor, but I couldn’t help staring. What was that? How could he sit there and say that to me, asking me to believe… it felt like fairytales. 

“I know it sounds strange.” He shrugged and averted his gaze. “It was always true, though. Even in my best periods with Robert, it was good, but not as mind blowing, not when you took the way I felt out of the equation.”

“Is that why you’re here? The sex is good, so why not give it a try? See if we can build more on top of sex and friendship?”

Edi shook his head and gave my hand a little squeeze. His palm felt sweaty, and I didn’t think it was because it was nestled on top of mine. 

“Look, I know how badly I behaved. How angry I was with you for not telling me. I felt left out of your life, true. But it was more than that.”

“More how?” Goodness, I hated how impatient I sounded. But I felt like I was pulling teeth, not having a conversation. It was a heavy topic, sure, but the thirteen years of history made it hard for me to be relaxed and give him his space. 

“I had to figure out how I felt. And I was angry at myself for not knowing, not guessing. You, you at least knew. I… I ignored it. I threw myself into work and into blaming it all on losing Robert that last time.”

I sighed and pulled his hand up, kissing it gently. “I know you had a tough time. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there.”

“That’s the thing, though. When you left, I felt the world spinning out of control. While you were there, everything seemed manageable. After you left, it felt lonely. Like I was lost, missing too much of what was important to me.”

“We were best friends. We were joined at the hip for so long, what did you expect?”

Edi shrugged. “To know I loved you? To have figured out that you loved me? To stop hurting you and stop trying to “save” Robert.” The air quotes were a nice touch. But the pain in his eyes was undeniable. He’d loved Robert, he probably always would. 

“You and Robert had a lot of history,” I said, and it sounded lame. I did not want to root for the guy. 

“I knew him, better than anyone. I don’t doubt he loved me, at one point. That I provided some sort of solace from the pressures he was facing. But I always knew it wasn’t going to work out. And I think I knew I’d stopped needing him as much when you came to Bucharest.”

I nodded, staring at our locked hands. “I was a good substitute for everything he couldn’t give you.”

“You can’t be a substitute for what was never there. I think… being so close to you, that showed me what it could have been like. And because I was so stubborn, I tried to make that happen with Robert. He couldn’t give me that, and I had no right to try and change him, not when it was only for me. He didn’t really need it, did he?”

I sighed and closed my eyes. “I don’t think he was happy, or satisfied with his life. If you ask me, he probably wished he could be what you needed. Otherwise why would he be so jealous of me and what we did together? It was never stuff he was interested in.”

“True, maybe.” Edi waved his free hand and grimaced. “This is not about him, though. This is about you and me. And how I could love you, practically at the same time as him, and not realize it.”

“I never told you anything. Maybe everyone else was right. Maybe I should have told you before I left. I didn’t think you were ready, though.”

He smiled and pecked my lips. “I don’t know. I don’t care. I’m just glad I found out. I couldn’t believe you’d hidden it from me. But in the end, you haven’t, not really. I just wasn’t able to see it.”

“Or you took it as friendship?”

Edi rolled his eyes. “That would have been possible if we hadn’t slept together. Repeatedly. And if we hadn’t acted like a couple every single time.”

I thought about it for a minute. We’d hung out, played games, had meals together, went on trips. We’d been the definition of a couple. 

“I knew you loved him, so I never allowed myself to consider it more.”

“And I was terrified of ruining our friendship.”

I sighed and pulled him close in an awkward hug. “Weird what not talking does to people.”

He laughed and sunk into me. “Idiot, you feel good.”

***

It had been a couple of weeks since Edi had arrived. We’d spent most of that time sightseeing and having sex. Was it called making love if we’d implied we loved each other? He called me “babe” all the time, he said he loved this and that about me. That was it, right? We were a couple in love. 

Edi had never outright said it. He’d never looked me in the eye and said “I love you.” Not even during sex. Did it matter? He acted like he did. 

As I walked home on one of the rare occasions I’d gone to meet my professor and then stayed at the library to work, far from all distractions, I realized it did matter. I’d waited so long to have him, I didn’t want any doubts. Maybe I should ask him. “Hey, Edi, wanna have pizza tonight? And by the way, do you love me?” Yeah, that sounded amazing. I snorted and walked faster. I might not be able to ask him if he loved me, but that pizza sure sounded tasty. 

“Stupid loser!”

Hearing Edi swear like that from just outside my door stunned me. Something was wrong. I needed to go to him, but I stood there, frozen. I didn’t want our heaven to be shattered by reality. 

“Goodness, I’m so quitting!”

That sprung me into motion. This really couldn’t be good. Edi quitting his job sounded bad. I fumbled with the key and of course it refused to unlock the door. 

“Hey, what’s going on?” I asked as I was bursting through the door. “You okay?”

Edi’s face relaxed when he saw me. He grinned and threw his phone on the coffee table, then rushed to me, pulling me into a scorching kiss. 

“I’m fine. My boss is a pain though.” He frowned and stared back at his phone. 

“Something wrong with one of your projects?”

“No, but he doesn’t want me to take any more time off. I told him unpaid leave is fine.” Edi shrugged and kissed me again. 

“Hey, wait.” I planted my hand on his chest and held him back. I swallowed hard, trying not to choke. “When do you have to leave?”

Edi chuckled and grabbed the back of my neck with both hands. “I don’t have to do anything. But I am going to make love to you, right now.”

Make love to me? What the… Right, he’d never said it outright, but he was perfectly fine with this. 

I stopped in my tracks and wouldn’t budge. “Edi… what do you mean you don’t have to leave? Of course you do, you love your job.”

“I love you. I can find another job, replacing you is much harder.”

Just like that, he left me dizzy and breathless. “You… now you tell me?”

Edi frowned. “Tell you what?”

“That you love me.”

His frowned deepened and he turned to face me. “I said it before.”

“Not really, not like that. You mentioned not realizing you loved me, or that you love stuff about me.”

Edi tilted his head and stared at me. “Huh. I thought I did. Obviously, I love you.” He tugged on my hand and smiled. “Can we get to bed now?”

Yeah, it really didn’t matter he hadn’t said it. It was obvious, as he’d just pointed out. Palpable, unmistakable, and above all easy. Edi loved me. It was like those absolute truths that didn’t need to be proven anymore. 

“Fine,” I muttered. “But in between rounds we’re ordering pizza.”

Edi winked and licked his lips. “Sure, whatever you want. We’ll need to replenish our energy at some point.”

***

“Okay, done,” Edi said, grinning at me and puffing his chest. 

I’d been sitting in the kitchen, trying not to eavesdrop on his conversation with his boss. I’d only come back to the living room when he’d hung up. “So, what did he say?”

Edi’s grin widened and he licked his lips. “Well, after I threatened to quit yesterday, he relented.”

“You’re getting more free time?”

He shook his head, but his eyes were still alight with humor. “Better. I am going to work remotely. So I can stay here as long as I need to.”

I frowned and worried my bottom lip. “Edi, what do you think is going to happen after my presentation?”

He shrugged and relaxed into the couch. “I don’t know. It depends on what you want. We can stay here, we can go back home. Heck, we can go someplace else if you want to.”

Warmth spread through me like lightening. My eyes stung, but I wasn’t going to cry. I rubbed them hard, chuckling to hide my emotion. “I love you, you know that?”

“I love you too. I also love that we’re both programmers and pretty good at it. So it’s not like we’d struggle to get jobs.”

I sat next to him on the couch. “I really didn’t expect this. I thought—” 

“That we’d go through a long distance stretch until we figure what to do next? Harass that! It’s hard being without you. It was hard before I realized how much I loved you. It would be brutal now.”

“But I don’t want you to sacrifice stuff for me. It’s not fair.”

He laughed and pulled me close. “I am not though. I still have my job, I am with the person I love, and I am happier than ever. What am I sacrificing?”

I looked into his eyes, finding what I always did: love, friendship, and a touch of humor. “There you go, being all old and wise. Fine, we’ll do it your way.”

He growled and pounced, tickling me with annoying dexterity. “Bratty kid! Calling me old.”

We wrestled for a while, and then settled into an embrace. “I can’t believe this is happening,” I whispered. 

“Me neither. But it is.”

I kissed the top of Edi’s head, enjoying his heat engulfing my body. It was so much better than anything I’d dreamed up since I was thirteen. I smiled and closed my eyes. Finally, I no longer feared waking up to realize this was all a dream. Edi felt solid in my arms. True and mine. I felt full and complete. What more could I ask for?

THE END
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