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Mason




From where I stand, I can see a faint bar of light beneath the door to my father's bedroom. It isn't bright enough to be from the overhead fixture, but surely… he can't still be in bed… can he? He's an early riser. Up with the sun. He always has been as far back as I can remember. The crack of dawn, sometimes even earlier, I'd hear him stomping through the house. The early bird gets the worm is one of his favorite sayings. 

It's almost seven o'clock in the morning. Even if he's working from home, he should be up unless… oh, my god… what if he's injured? Ill? Dead? There were dishes in the sink. He never leaves dishes in the sink all night. And that casserole… I gasp, sucking in a quiet breath. Please don't let him be dead. We don't always get along, but I wouldn't want him to die!

Now I'm really worried. I don't even bother to knock. Eager to make sure he's okay, I twist the knob, push open the door… and freeze in my tracks. A shudder wracks my body. I feel like someone threw a bucket of icy water in my face. I can't believe my eyes. I was wrong… so, so wrong. He is still in bed… but he's not injured, ill, dead… or alone. There are two naked bodies sprawled across the middle of that king-size mattress, and I recognize both of them. I'd know those pale red-blond curls spread across the second pillow anywhere. 

I almost wish he was dead now.

What the fuck does he think he's doing… cuddled up in bed with my best friend?! 

I shove the door with all my strength. It slams into the wall—








  
  
Mason




Hoooonnkkkk!! 

The harsh blast of an air horn jerks me out of my head, catapulting me back into the present. Wha— 

I blink, lashes fluttering, and focus on the road ahead. Except… I can't see the road. No asphalt. No yellow lines dividing the lanes. All I can see through the windshield is the bug-pocked chrome grill of an eighteen-wheeler barreling towards me. It's right on top of me! 

Fuck! I feel my brain shut down from sheer terror. Survival instinct is the only thing that saves me. I wrench the wheel to the right, swerving away from the center line and onto the rumble strip along the narrow shoulder. I miss the eighteen-wheeler by a hair, but my over-correction damn near puts me in the ditch instead. Not wanting to roll the car or take a flying leap into the trees lining the sides of the road, I jerk the wheel in the opposite direction. In doing so, I nearly over-correct again and go spinning out of control into oncoming traffic. Now I'm hyperventilating, panicked, and gripping the steering wheel tight enough to leave my fingerprints deep in the premium leather… I don't wanna die! I scream the words inside my head and correct my path again. The vibrations of the rumble strip tapdance across my tightly clenched butthole and rattle my teeth again, assuring me I'm still alive. 

But now that the immediate danger is past, reaction settles in. A slimy sheen of icy sweat coats my entire body, making my hair and clothing cling to my skin in a sticky mess. Violent shivers wrack my body and my heart pounds, as if to escape my chest. Nausea churns in my belly, surging up my throat and leaving a sour-tasting burn on the back of my tongue. Holy fuck! I scream the words silently in my mind as I roll to a stop on the narrow shoulder to regain some of my equilibrium. I pry my fingers loose from the leather, one by one. My hands cramp, curling into claws like I'm still gripping the wheel and I have to work with them for several minutes before they relax enough to look halfway normal again. As I clench and release my fists rhythmically, all I can think is If I'd hit that truck head-on in my tiny Porsche… The gory images in my mind have me damn near pissing my pants and my hands tighten into fists again. They would have been scraping pieces of me and my fancy sports car off the asphalt, dirt, grass, and trees for several days before delivering my cremated remains to my family in a plastic bag. Fuck Dad and Oliver. Their feelings don't matter to me right now. It would serve them right, considering that they're the reason I'm out here, but… what would it have done to Mom? She would have been devastated.

I glance ahead, searching for something to distract my thoughts. I blink, disbelieving. Is that-? I blink again, shake my head to clear the fog, and do a double-take. Yes, it is! It's a store! I shift through the gears and speed along the bumpy shoulder, not bothering to blend in with the light traffic for such a short distance. At the entrance, I stomp the brakes, fishtailing on a patch of dirt and gravel on the shoulder and sending up billowing plumes of dust as I slide into the eerily deserted parking lot of a conveniently placed little country gas station. Has this place always been here? I wonder. Or did I die back there, and this is a waystation for recently displaced spirits? Surely not. Either way, I still have to go in before my bladder bursts. Do you still need to piss after you die? I'm stumped. Shivering despite temps in the mid-sixties, I finally climb out, lock the door, set the alarm just in case. I pocket the keys and head inside, wondering if I'm about to meet my maker or if it is just a convenience store in the middle of nowhere I haven't noticed before today.

"Good morning!" The cheerful voice that greets me as I walk in seems oddly out of place after my near-death experience.

I scan the room and nod, spotting a short round silver-haired grandmotherly type watching me from behind the counter. Surely that's not what the divine leader of us all looks like? Could Ariana Grande have it right after all? I shake it off and respond to her greeting, "Good morning." My voice cracks. I clear my throat. "You wouldn't happen to have a public restroom, would you?"

"Sure do. It's to your right." She points toward the back wall on the right side. "Follow the counter around and you'll see the sign. Can't miss it."

"Thanks." Is she? I look closer. Nah. She's human. I'd stake my life on it. Relaxing, I head right, following the curve of the counter as it veers to the left toward the back wall, and spot the sign. Once inside the men's room, I duck into a stall and lock the door. Despite the urgent demands from my bladder, I stand against the cool metal rectangle with my head tilted back, trying to forget how massive that grill looked when it was barreling toward me. It's over, I remind myself. It's in the past. You survived. Get over it. Shaking it off, or trying to, I take a few deep breaths and reach for my zipper.

My bladder finally empty, I rearrange my clothes and head over to the row of mirror-lined sinks along the far wall. I stand before one and stare at the stranger looking back at me. What the hell? Who the fuck is that ugly fucker? Acting casually, I glance around the room. Huh. I'm surprised when I find myself alone. Maybe it was a ghost? Shrugging, I rub my eyes with fisted hands and look again. Nope. He's still there. Sighing, and resisting the urge to scan the room again, I drag my fingers through my hair and watch as the other guy copies the move… and then it hits me. Fuck… is that… I shake my head in disbelief. That can't be… me? Surely not? I lean in for a closer look, my nose almost touching the water-spotted glass. I look like shit. 

I shake my head, befuddled. It's no wonder the cashier was looking at me funny. Even accounting for the effect of the crappy flickering fluorescent lighting overhead, I'm as pale as a corpse and my eyes have that sunken, haunted, almost bruised look to them you see in photos of trauma victims, homeless people, and drug addicts in the news. In the past, I secretly suspected they were retouching those pictures with Photoshop for sympathy points, but now? Huh, I guess not. Who knew? Or… maybe I am dead and just haven't caught on yet? Is thinking you're dead similar to thinking you're crazy? If you think you are, you're actually not? It could happen, couldn't it? Surely, I'd know if I was dead… wouldn't I?

My movements furtive in case anyone comes in while I'm doing it, I pinch the tender skin on my inner arm above my elbow… hard. Startled, I jump and pull my arm back. "Ouch!" That hurt! So, okay, definitely not dead. Good. I just look like something that was swallowed, digested, and shit out, instead of merely chewed up and spit out. But I guess it's to be expected. Maybe that's what happens when you catch your best friend and your father naked and wrapped up in each other in bed, and then damn near collide head-on with a Freightliner. Either of those will probably do it… but both in one day? Sheeeiiit. I'm lucky I don't look worse.

I lean closer to the mirror, until my nose is practically touching the glass again, and my eyes almost cross. I grimace. The whites of my eyes are so bloodshot they could double as road maps. The lids are puffy and swollen, and the skin around my nose is raw, like I've been bawling my eyes out and wiping my snotty nose on my sleeve. And okay, I mean, I have been, but that's beside the point. I don't want to look like it. I bend over the sink and splash my face with cold water, hoping to add a touch of color to my cheeks and remove some from my eyelids and nose. When I'm done, I blot my skin with cheap paper towels that feel more like sandpaper than something you'd dry your skin on. Feeling, and looking, better, I head out to the refrigerated section for a Monster energy drink. On impulse, I grab a bag of Lays chips off a convenient end cap to go with it. Back up front, I place them on the counter and dig out my wallet.

"That be it for you, hon?"

I glance up, on my best behavior, just in case. "Yes, ma'am." 

"Did you get any fuel?"

I shake my head, "No, ma'am. No fuel. Just this."

I can feel her staring at me, studying me. Finally, she asks, her voice full of concern, "Not to pry, cuz I know it ain't my business, but… are you okay? You're awfully pale— and such a gloomy Gus! If I didn't know better, I'd say you look like you lost your best friend in the entire world!"

Lost my best friend in the entire world? Yeah, I guess you could say that. I snort inside my head, mentally rolling my eyes as I do. He fucking threw me over for my father. I can't tell her that, though. It's too personal, and this isn't Jerry Springer. It would probably shock her down to her sweet little old lady toes, and we can't have that, can we? So, I swallow it back like the bitter pill it is, and shake my head again.

"I'm fine," I insist, but I duck my head to hide the rage that fills me as the lie leaves my lips. I try to breathe through the violent emotions, but just thinking about Oliver and my father and what they did, what they're probably still doing, makes me so mad I could scream. I need to calm down, but how? In my peripheral vision, I see a familiar red and white rectangle. Marlboro. When I smoked, that was my smoke of choice. Fuck, I'd kill for a cigarette right now. The thought slithers through my mind as I raise my head for a closer look at the cigarette packs lining the wall behind the register. Despite quitting cold turkey a year ago at Oliver's request, or maybe because of it, I straighten and smack the counter with one palm, "Actually, toss in a pack of those," I point at the cigarettes, "and a lighter if you would."

She looks me over again. "Store policy. Gotta see some ID."

"No problem." I hand it over. 

She glances at it, then passes it back, pursing her lips. I'm sure she's going to lecture me about smoking, but she simply scans the additional items and says, "That'll be fifteen dollars and seventy-five cents, hon. Cash or credit?"

"Credit." I slide my credit card, avoiding her eyes.

"Receipt?" I nod. "Need a bag?"

I hesitate, but nod again. "Yes, please."

"Here ya go. Receipt is in the bag. Have a nice day." She holds the bag by the plastic loops, handing it to me.

A nice day? Not fucking likely. Again, I think it but don't say it. Instead, I force my lips into a fake smile and hope it looks like more to her than me baring my teeth at her, "You, too, ma'am."

Back in the car, I open the energy drink and the chips. After chugging a quarter of the drink, I place the can in a cup holder and put the bag between my legs. After a short debate with my conscience, I tap the box against my palm a few times to pack the tobacco nice and tight, tear the cellophane off with my teeth, flip up the top, and slide a cigarette between my lips. Hello, old friend. With a flick of the lighter, I inhale, cough, and exhale. Son of a— I grimace as the acrid flavor of burning tobacco coats my tongue and stings my throat. For a moment, I consider tossing it out the window along with the rest of the pack. Instead, determined, I do it again… inhale, cough, exhale… and again. I do it until the familiar flavor I vaguely remember greets my tongue like a long-lost lover. To hell with Oliver and my father. Fuck em both. Who needs them? Sure as hell not me. 

Head up, shoulders back, feeling more and more like my old self with every puff, I'm finally ready to roll. Cigarette clenched between my teeth, I chirp the tires as I back out of my spot and pull onto the now-empty narrow asphalt road. I tune the radio to my favorite station, blast the volume to make the windows vibrate, and set the cruise control for five miles per hour over the limit. In what feels like no time, I'm off the back roads and on I49, flying toward Shreveport… and my mom. 

I can't help but wonder what Mom will say when I tell her what happened and ask if I can stay with her and Margot (and, unfortunately, Margot's son Stephen). Gah! I roll my eyes and smack the wheel with my fist. I almost forgot about him. Or maybe that's just the lie I tell myself. As if I could actually ever forget about him. I wish I could. But if it hasn't happened by now, it probably never will. Fuck my life. 

I snarl at the road before me as memories of Stephen flow like a silent movie in my mind. I can see him clear as day, looking the same as he looked the last time I saw him. He's so pretty and delicate, with his smooth skin, hair the color of fresh espresso, and eyes the exact black-brown shade of dark chocolate. Eyes a man could disappear into. I groan at the thought, remembering how close I've come on multiple occasions. Puddle of goo, thy name is Mason. Or is it stupid fool, instead? Oh, who am I trying to fool? I snort. It's both. I'm a stupid fool who turns into a puddle of goo when I'm near my almost-step-brother. 

A petite five-foot-five inches tall in bare feet, he barely reaches my collarbone. His body is as lithe and graceful as a dancer's. He's naturally tanned, androgynous, and always plays up his looks with mascara, kohl eyeliner, a hint of gloss on his full, naturally red lips, pink polish on his nails. Last I recall, he leaned more toward yoga pants that drew attention to his heart-shaped ass and camisole tops that hugged his thin frame, emphasizing the feminine and playing down the masculine. I feel my face warm as I hope and pray he's not doing that shit anymore. I damn near bent him over the hood of my car and fucked him senseless the last time I was there— and Mom wonders why I never visit? Ha! It will make for an uncomfortable time for both of us if he's still doing it. My willpower is slipping more and more each time I see him. It's only a matter of time before I snap.

Speaking of which, I suppose I should call Mom and let her know I'm coming so she can give Margot a heads-up. Margot hates surprises. And me— she really loathes me. I won't put it past her to pitch a fit over me staying there if I don't say something before I arrive. She probably will anyway, but it can't be helped. Sighing, I tell my car to call Mom's number and listen as it rings through the speakers. It goes on forever, but just as I'm thinking she won't pick up, she does.

"Hey, Baby Bear!" she sounds out of breath. "I'm sorry it took me so long to pick up the phone. We were out on the porch and my phone was charging in the kitchen. Well, I mean, it still is charging, but luckily, my watch let me know you were calling in time for me to hurry inside and answer."

"No rush," I insist. "You could have called me back. It's no big deal."

"This is true," she agrees, "but why do that when I can simply answer the phone in the first place?"

I smile, already relaxing. "I can't argue with that logic."

"Since when?" She laughs, and the musical sound reminds me of tinkling wind chimes in a brisk breeze. "Kidding… kidding. Whatcha need, kiddo-kins?"

My breath hitches in my throat at the familiar term of endearment, and I blink furiously against the sting of fresh tears. It takes a moment, but I finally get enough control over my emotions to clear my throat and mutter, "Some major shit went down at home. I can't be there right now. Is it okay if I stay with you for a while?"

"A while?" I can almost see her tense from here, sight unseen. "How long is a while?"

"Does it matter?" 

She sighs, and it sounds sad. "To me? No… but you know Margot will ask."

"I don't know how long." My voice breaks. "I just… I can't stay in Salty Creek right now. Please? Say I can stay in my room at your house for a while. I'll keep to myself. You'll barely know I'm there."

"Well… I don't know about that." She laughs again, an unmelodic clash of nerves this time, instead of the soft, relaxed chimes from moments earlier. "We've switched stuff around since you were here last..."

"Switched… how?" My spidey senses start tingling. What did she do? If she gave my room to Stephen…

"You'll see soon enough, but yes, you can stay as long as you want. You should know that by now— you're always welcome in my home."

"Thanks, Mom. I'll see you soon." I bite my lip as I hang up, wondering what I'll find when I arrive.

  








  
  
Stephen




You can stay as long as you want. You should know that by now. 

I stop mid-step, barely inside the kitchen, and watch as Emily checks her phone to ensure it's still plugged and charging before placing it back on the counter.

"Who was that?" I suspect I already know who it was, but still hope that I'm wrong. There's only one person in the entire world she'd say those words to, though. Mason.

"Oh!" She spins around, gasping, her hand pressed against her upper chest. "Stephen, you startled me. I didn't hear you come in."

My cheeks heat. "Sorry, Emily. I'm working on being louder. Really, I am."

"I know you are, sweetie." I come closer and she reaches up to ruffle my hair. "And I wasn't scolding you. It isn't your fault. It's me. Between my allergies clogging my head and the tinnitus, some days, I swear I'm half-deaf."

I feel bad for her but refuse to let her sidetrack the conversation like she's known to do when she wants to avoid confrontation. I ask again, framing the question in another way, "Who was on the phone?"

She winces, confirming my fear. "It was Mason."

"Oh!" Damn. A frisson of fear and nerves mixed with a dash of desire snakes down my spine. I keep my tone casual, slightly curious. "Is he stopping by for a visit?"

"Actually…" she hesitates. "He'll be staying with us for a little while…"

I swallow hard as my heart pounds in my chest. He'll be staying with us for a little while… The barely noticed grating of metal on metal underscores the words as the sliding doors to the patio open.

"Who's staying for a little while?" Mom steps inside and closes the glass door behind her, locking it out of habit. Her shoulders are rigid and hunched up around her ears like she expects to hear bad news, which, of course, she does because only one person ever stays with us for a little while. Mason.

"Mason," I offer when Emily remains quiet, a smidgen too long.

Her eyes widen. "Emily? Is this true?"

Emily stiffens. "Yes, it's true."

Mom edges closer, licking her lips. "Did… did you tell him Stephen moved into the room he claimed, and Stephen's old room is now our exercise room?"

"Not yet."

"Emily—" 

Emily's jaw tightens. "I didn't want to tell him over the phone… not when he's driving. He already sounded upset. Do you want him to get into an accident?" 

"Well, I mean, no, but…" Mom glances at me, "Where is he going to sleep? We literally have no place to put him."

"Don't start, Margot." Emily's lips flatten into a thin line of blatant disapproval. "You know very well we set the room up the way it is on the off-chance Mason might still want to stay over occasionally."

"Do I, though?" Mom rubs her arms like she's cold.

"You should. I—"

"I don't recall it that way," Mom glances at me again, then at her, and away, hunching her shoulders around her ears again. "I mean, Mason hates Stephen. Why would we agree to make Stephen share a room with him?" 

I wondered about that too at the time, but Emily's right. We all agreed to it. Of course, I didn't think he'd be staying over anymore back when I said it or I might have left things the way they were. I bite my tongue, though, not wanting to insert myself in the middle of their disagreement. Any time I do, it backfires on me, and Mom accuses me of taking Emily's side and ganging up on her. Instead, I back up a few steps to give myself a cushion of space in case words start flying like bullets in a war-zone.

Emily's eyes flash. "Fine. Be that way. When he arrives, he and Stephen can help me move the exercise equipment into the garage—"

"But… that's not fair." Mom's voice rises into a whine. "It's stuffy out there! You know I can't work out without AC. "

"Margot," Emily presses her fingers to her forehead, "don't start. You can't have it both ways. Mason is my child. He has just as much right to stay here as Stephen does."

"I know, but—" 

"Do you?"

"Yes. I—"

Emily rolls right over her. "If memory serves me, and it does, we set the room up the way it is after we agreed they'd share on the rare occasions when Mason deigns to visit. If you have changed your mind in the interim and decided you don't want them to share it… well, he needs a place to relax and unwind more than you need an exercise room. So I guess you're going to have to choose—"

"Okay, fine, you're right. I was mistaken." Mom pats the air, backing down from the hill she fully intended to die upon moments earlier. I could have told her not to try it if she'd bothered asking me, but she didn't. She never does. Emily and Mason are a package deal, just like she and I are a package deal. She knows this, so I don't know what she thought she was trying to pull. Emily is her girlfriend… her fiancee… but Mason is Emily's child… her grown child, but still her child. Emily loves Mason too much to kick him out of the nest, just like Mom loves me too much to kick me out. From what I've heard, it killed her to leave him behind when she left his father, so there's no way she'd ever tell him he can't stay here now on the rare occasions that he drops by.

I moan beneath my breath and back away even further, needing to get away from the tension in the room. "I'll head up and clear the other side of the room, so he has a place to put his stuff when he gets here."

Emily raises her head and studies me, surprised. "You don't mind?"

"No." I shrug. "We're just going to be sleeping in there. It's not that big a deal."

She offers me a soft smile. "Thank you, Stephen."

I smile back, hurry closer, and quickly hug her. "You're welcome."

"Stephen?"

I glance over and meet my mom's worried gaze. "I'll be fine, Mom. Everything will be fine. You'll see." I hope I'm right.

"If he hurts you—"

"OMG, Mom!" I roll my eyes at her. "Mason wouldn't attack me. The most he ever does is bitch—"

"So far, anyway…" Her lips thin into a grimace. "He is a hothead, though, and there's a first time for everything."

"Excuse me?" Emily's eyes flash. "Margot? Do you have something you want to say to me?" 

Shit. Shit, shit, shit, here we go. Mom just couldn't leave well enough alone.

"Whatever do you mean, Emily, dear?" Mom widens her eyes in what I call her innocent look.

"Do you have a problem with my son staying here?" 

"Weellll… since you asked…" Here it comes… don't say it. Don't say it!

Emily raises a graceful winged brow and beats her to the punch, adding, "Because if you do, we can leave." 

WE can leave, not he can. Oh snap! She went there. Talk about bringing a gun to a knife fight!

Mom's eyes widen at the brazen and deliberately enunciated we in the sentence. She was expecting to hear that he could leave, but she was not expecting that. There isn't a doubt in my mind. She loves Emily, and she doesn't want to break up over this. She shakes her head, tears glistening in the corners of her eyes like tiny diamonds. "Emily—" Aaaannd, here comes the guilt trip. Emily hates those. If Mom tries to guilt her, she might walk on principle. I rush to head it off.
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