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CHAPTER ONE
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Tusslin'

"Hey, Mason, Mason, hoss, hey," came a thick-and-raspy, holler-heavy voice in the darkness, so deep you could tell the speaker was tall and big-chested. He sounded like a church bell come to life, and his voice filled the small first-aid clinic, which flooded with light from the corridor when the big man opened the door.

Mason was slow to rouse. He wriggled upright in his little clinic bed, and he leaned back on his elbows. "Huh?"

A heavy knock on the door filled the room. "Mason?" The big man had already opened the door, he just knocked to wake Mason up more fully.

"Huh, what?" Mason sat up. "Oh... Hey, uh, come in."

The roughneck gotta stoop to come into the first-aid clinic. He was indeed a mighty stack of shoulders. He was Buck Sampson, the biggest worker on Rig E19 in the North Pacific. He was as broad as an ox and as tall as a gorilla, well past six and a half feet, tall enough to duck when he walked through the rig's doorways. He had a big mane of greasy black curls. His shirtless chest rippled, his body hair clinging to his skin because of a sheen of sweat gleaming in the light that spilled in from the corridor. He exuded heat that Mason could feel, amid the cold barreling in from the harshly lit and unheated corridor.

Buck let the door shut behind him. He turned on the light, and Mason squinted until his eyes adjusted.

"Hey, I got cut," Buck said in that abyssal and dull voice, words resounding low as a bassoon and dutifully masculine. It made Mason's heart wobble. Blood poured down Buck's cheek. "You gots a buttuhfly bandage, hoss?"

Mason yawned and nodded. Only now did he wake up enough to realize Buck was nearly naked, wearing only a pair of scrawny tight-whites that ain't fit on him. The pouch was overstuffed, the outline of his giant cock clearly visible, pubic hairs protruding around the sides.

And he was bleeding from his head.

"Oh. Oh shit! Oh, oh...! Oh, Buck, hey, c'mon in," Mason said. He real quick got gloves on and slapped some rubbing alcohol and gauze on the cut in Buck's forehead. The laceration was shallow. Long, but shallow. Even when Buck sat in the chair, Mason had to stand on his toes to reach Buck's forehead. Buck's bare chest muscles rippled as if he had to use them to sit there motionless, first each pec in turn, then his sides and his abs. The smell of his unwashed body hair and salty armpits hit Mason's nostrils. "What happened?"

"I was tusslin' wit' Lem, tha'ss all. J'st a tussle," Buck said. He shrugged, which made the wound wiggle as Mason tended to it. Buck's torso rippled again as he laughed. Him and Lem Hammer were bunkmates, bedding down together in a dead-end on the other side of the rig, not in an actual barrack, in a disused dead-end they covered with mattresses, blankets, pillows and space heaters. It was like an adult's pillow fort, and Mason was secretly jealous that he had to live in the first-aid clinic. Buck's chuckles reverberated in the tiny room. "We was play-fightin', and he gots a jagged toenail. Cut me good he did."

"Oh, shit, boy, he got'cha good. Damn..." Mason said, wiping the wound with rubbing alcohol. The laceration was already clotted, but it had spurted out at first and Buck's face was coated in crimson, so it looked much worse than it was. Mason wiped off blood with a wetnap to make sure there were no hidden cuts. "He was like a half-inch from slicing your eyeball open, Buck."

"That toenail deadly," Buck said. His baritone voice dripped with the glacier-carved hollers of his native West Virginia. "I tol' him he best cut it."

"I'll do it, if he can't," Mason said.

"Might could need a chainsaw."

"That can be arranged." Mason chuckled. He'd actually trimmed Lem's toenails for him before, cuz Lem didn't always do it properly. Mason squeezed the laceration on Buck's head shut with one hand, then lined up the butterfly bandage with the other. "Hold still."

Neither of them said anything for a second, as Mason applied the butterfly bandage and stood back to be sure it took. Buck was still too, his giant bloody head looking dour as a dinosaur. He got big features—a big nose that was cattywompus and bulging, like a swollen fist—he was an ex-boxer, that was why, his nose busted up like his cauliflowery ears—big lips, big chin, big ears, big square cheeks—and his damn near seven-foot frame took up lotta room in the clinic. He radiated heat from his hairy chest.

When Mason was satisfied that Buck was bandaged and disinfected, he cleaned more blood off Buck's face. The meat of his torso was firm like a rock with a pleasantly plump layer of padding atop it—Buck was no bodybuilder. He was as strong as one, but he ate like a champion and wasn't ripped.
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