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            Welcome to my dirty brain.

-Sloane

      

    


I didn’t even know Mason was home.

That’s the thing about his family’s lake house — people came and went all summer. Friends, cousins, exes, strangers pretending to be friends. Nobody knocked. Nobody texted ahead. You just showed up, grabbed a towel, and drank whatever was coldest.

I’d spent the last four summers coming up here with Lila, my best friend since college orientation. We’d shared everything from hangovers to heartbreaks, and the lake house was our escape — a place where time got weird, where days bled together in sunburns and lazy beer buzzes and half-remembered nights on the dock.

It never felt like mine, but it felt safe. Familiar.

Until this time.

Lila bailed the day before we were supposed to leave. Some bullshit work crisis she couldn’t get out of. She called me while I was packing, all breathless and apologetic, asking me to still go — to “hold down the fort” and “keep Mason company” like that was a totally normal request.

“Wait. Your brother’s there?”

“Yeah,” she said. “But you’ll be fine. He’s chill.”

I laughed. “Mason? He barely looks at me.”

“He’s just awkward,” she said. “He thinks you're hot. That’s why he’s weird.”

“Oh my god.”

“I’m serious. He asked if you still wear those little sundresses.”

I froze. “He said that?”

She laughed. “I told him you probably packed five.”

I had. I hated that she was right.

***
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I got to the lake house late afternoon, sticky from the drive, neck damp under my claw clip, thighs sticking to the seat. I was already mentally halfway to a glass of wine and a solo float in the lake.

But then I walked into the kitchen.

And he was there.

Barefoot. Shirtless. Leaning over the sink with a cherry popsicle dripping down his wrist.

For a second, he didn’t see me. He looked different somehow — more solid than I remembered. Less broody, more grounded. His hair was messier, like he hadn’t touched it all day. His skin was tanned, shoulders broad, chest lightly dusted with hair. Just standing there, silent and careless, like this house belonged to him in a way it never had to me.
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