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  Preface



Content warning: “Whoever Brought Me Here” contains a relationship between a 17-year-old character (who would be considered a minor in some cultures) and a 25-year-old character.








  
  1

  
  
  “Leaves of Absence” by Opal Moritz

  
  




The door to the cottage opened without a creak. From the outside, Doug had thought it looked somewhere between abandoned and twee — probably only a five out of ten on the Horror Movie Settings scale of tiny rural buildings likely to have axe murderers in the attic. As he walked in and surveyed the inside, he realized there wasn’t an attic at all. The roof was high, with a round skylight that let in warm, honey-colored sunshine. There were handmade rugs, straw baskets, and a macramé wall hanging over the couch. Doug mentally recalibrated the Horror Movie Setting scale down to two out of ten and set his duffel bag down on the floor.

Matthias, Doug’s boss, had told him that the cottage was compact “but has all the essentials.” After testing that the water ran hot enough for a bearable shower, Doug unpacked the Swiss chocolate and whiskey he’d brought along with him. Now he had all the essentials. Doug also had a book on breathwork and the rubber stress ball that his therapist had insisted he get after he told her he’d broken three computer mice in two months. 

Doug could hear her words now: “Maybe take those angry feelings out on something with give in it.”

He liked his therapist; she was practical. Doug had half-hoped that she would agree with him that this enforced vacation was a silly idea, but instead she had leaned forward in the Zoom call and told him he better take up his boss’s offer of a week off in Matthias’ private cottage, or else she would probably have to use a stress ball herself during their sessions.  

This offer came about because Matthias knew that, on the few occasions Doug did take time off, he just stayed at the same home he used as an office, often logging in to check on emails and work on projects. It wasn’t as if Doug didn’t know this wasn’t the healthiest approach. It was just that work came so much more naturally to him than going and sitting on a beach, getting sand in his crack, and feeling lonely. 

He walked along the narrow strip of floor between the double bed and the door to the bathroom. The bed was at the back of the cottage, which meant it was practically in the front of the cottage, since the cottage itself was almost a dollhouse. There wasn’t much space left beyond the bed, and what there was had been filled with a tiny table, a weird-looking narrow couch, and a rudimentary kitchen set-up toward the front of the open-plan space. The bathroom was tacked on to the side, and there was a little shelf of a back porch with a few neglected potted plants.

The interior was decked out in earth tones, with lots of natural fibers. All the furniture looked both expensive and insubstantial. Doug wasn’t a small guy — he lifted weights during his work days whenever he felt an angry email coming on. This decor made him worry that he might break one of the two spindly chairs, and he knew it would be some sort of exclusive Scandinavian artisanal design that would cost a fortune to replace. 

Inhaling sharply, he reminded himself he was here to worry less. He would unpack and keep the alcohol and chocolate out of sight for now. Maybe he could even see if his knife skills were still there from his college days when he’d worked back-of-house at various restaurants. Maybe, Doug considered as he let his breath out slowly and evenly, just like the YouTube tutorials said, he could even try some meditation. 

He was out of breath when the front door banged open behind him. Doug jumped, too winded to yell, instead making a quavery huffing sound.

“Aaahhhh!”

The yell came from the guy in the door frame. He was blond, wearing a gigantic, white, puffy coat and holding various bulging bags. Despite his shock, Doug still registered that he was like a twink remix of the Michelin Man. 

Doug pointed at him. “Who are you?”

“Isn’t this Pine Mountain Cottage?”

The guy’s voice sounded spooked, but Doug was too taken aback to tone down his own voice. “Yes? Who are you?”

Beneath his floppy hair, the guy’s eyes widened. “I’m Easton?”

What kind of name was Easton? Trying to keep his voice even, Doug demanded, “How the hell did you get here?”

Looking shell-shocked, the guy pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “An Uber from the train station?”

“And does Matthias know you’re here?”

“…Matthias?” 

By now Doug had enough information to work out that this kid — mid-twenties, he’d guess — wasn’t a threat, unlike the rural axe murderers his brother had joked would find him if he went to stay in a cottage by himself in the middle of the redwoods. But it was possible that this guy thought Doug was an axe murderer, so Doug tried another long inhale. Watching him with those huge eyes, the kid’s face suddenly shifted expression from apprehension to realization. 

“Wait,” he said, pointing back at Doug. “Matthias, as in Raisa’s husband Matty?”

“Matty?” Doug had never called him Matty in his life, but then, the guy was his boss. And now that he thought about it… “Is Raisa from St. Petersberg?”

The guy nodded, and Doug’s adrenaline began to drop as his normal level of anxiety resumed. Doug said, “I’ve never met Matthias’ wife, but he’s talked about her a few times. Do you know her?”

God, he hoped this guy wasn’t Raisa’s secret lover, because that would be fifty kinds of terrible. Doug would have to quit, potentially change his name, and leave the country. Anything to avoid having that conversation. 

Easton was nodding. “I do know her. I’m her personal trainer. Personal exercise trainer. She offered me the cottage this week to study.” 

Well, shit. Doug was going to need his stress ball sooner than he’d thought.

* * *

The point of Doug coming to the cottage was to be cut off from emails, phone calls, and messages with his boss. There was no phone signal or WiFi inside the tiny building, which Doug and Easton had both confirmed by walking around the cottage’s one room, gingerly avoiding each other, their devices held up to try and find some bars. 

As Easton began to unpack the many, many bags of fresh fruit he’d bought with him (“I drink a lot of juice”), the two of them began to work out what had happened. Matthias had told Doug to go to the cottage on Tuesday; Raisa had offered it to Easton during her Wednesday morning workout session. Clearly, the couple hadn’t compared notes on their mutual generosity. 

Watching Easton balance a pineapple in a precarious stance on the kitchen counter, Doug thought back to what Matthias had told him during their status call: “I’m not supposed to say this, because I’m your boss, but dammit, Doug, go away for a while. You need to remove all sources of stress. I’m not even in the same room with you and I can feel it.”

Doug wondered whether Easton was feeling it, too. 

* * *

A few hours later, Doug was hunched over his tablet, tapping out responses to emails on the screen and having to stop to correct his spelling constantly. He’d deliberately left his laptop at home, bringing no electronics beyond his phone, tablet, and a memory stick that held every cycle of America’s Next Top Model and the first seven seasons of Project Runway. He was here to meditate and read important literature, but he was also aware of his own terrible attention span and of the soothing power of classic reality TV.

His attention span wasn’t improving any as he attempted to harness the faint whisper of WiFi he’d managed to pick up in the far left corner of the backyard. It seemed to be connected to a nearby church. Although Doug was in a very bad mood, he still felt it would show a lack of gratitude to download gay porn on their network. 

That thought only reminded him of how bad his situation was for jerking-off potential. After finally getting some text messages to go through, he’d learned from Matthias’ PA that Matthias and Raisa were on holiday in Spain together, and that due to the short notice, changing his own return plane ticket would cost about as much as a holiday in Spain would have. 

That information left them, in Easton’s turn of phrase, “co-habbing it for the next few days.”

Doug had wanted to spit back that they were not “co-habbing,” they were trying to ignore each other’s existence, but he knew that was unproductive. 

People told Doug he was scary. It had come up on his annual review twice, with words like “intimidating” and “unapproachable.” Even though Easton looked ripped, and Doug had certainly noted the tight curve of his biceps under his tie-dyed hoodie, his voice kept rising as he talked to Doug. It made everything he said sound like a question: “I should have double checked with Raisa? Maybe we can make it work? Keep to our own space? I won’t get in your way? I promise?” 

Doug had shaken his head, only to see Easton’s eyes widen even more, and while they were pretty hazel eyes, Doug was ashamed that he’d reverted to the worst version of himself under stress. Yet again. So he had grounded his feet into the floor like the anti-anxiety books recommended and tried to sound softer. “Of course we can. It’s a big enough place. I’ll just, ahh, go for lots of runs. You can do… whatever it is you wanted to do.”

Easton smiled at that, and his eyes did a distracting sparkling thing. “I’m just here for some quiet. You won’t even notice me.”

Somehow Doug doubted that. Easton had started sorting through his produce selection, which Doug took as a reason to go outside and break rule one of his retreat: no email. 

Giving up on his fifth try to prevent the autocorrect from changing “fucking” to “ducking,” he stood up and stretched. Looked up at the hollow gray sky and considered shaking his fist at it. It was going to rain. Droplets were already polka-dotting his tablet’s screen. 

Walking back into the cottage, he saw that Easton had changed since Doug had been outside. Instead of the giant puffy coat, hoodie, and ripped jeans, he was in baggy gray sweats and one of those pointless tank tops with huge gaps down the side. He also had tattoos, but after gaining internet access, Doug already knew that. 

Easton looked over his shoulder and nodded at Doug. “You found some WiFi?”

“At the back corner, under that lopsided tree, that’s the sweet spot. It’s slow as balls, though.”

“Hmm.” Easton nodded his head. “I’ll try it out later.”

Doug raised his eyebrows at him as he shoved his tablet on the kitchen table. “I guess you’ll need to do some posts, right? Let me know if you need me to get out of your way for any pictures.”

“What? Wait, did you…”

“I found your social media accounts, yeah. You’re pretty popular.”

As he said it, Doug realized he was coming off as a total asshole. Of course he’d looked Easton up; he wasn’t exactly hard to find. The guy’s Instagram was full of shirtless gym selfies, juicing tips, training routines, the usual. He had lots of followers, which was absolutely unsurprising with his floppy blond hair and sweet smile. Not to mention the ridiculous body with all the tattoos. There were a few pictures of him at recent Pride celebrations, although they were bland compared to the things Doug had seen back when he was regularly attending Pride.

Easton’s body language froze up and he turned, very slowly, away from Doug. Which Doug was confused by. Okay, he was being a dick, but he wasn’t doing axe murderer shit. He wasn’t going on Easton’s socials to be creepy, just doing due diligence. 

Well, if the guy wanted to ignore him, he could. Doug went back to his duffel bag, pulled out one of the books he’d brought with him, and sat down on the couch to read it. 

He was trying to get past the second chapter of Thinking Fast and Slow as Easton grabbed his hoodie and phone to go outside. While Doug kept his eyes glued to the page, he could still make out that Easton was moving in a deliberately evasive way, the kind of retreating walk you do from angry dogs. 

The back door closed softly, and Doug gripped the book, figuring Easton was Googling the shit out of him. Good luck. He’d just find Doug’s dull LinkedIn profile and some blog articles he’d written on software project management. 

It took another minute for the penny to drop. Easton had no way of knowing that Doug was gay, but now he knew that Doug knew that he was gay. He might be thinking that Doug was going to have a no-homo freakout on him. Doug didn’t think about it much, but even though he wasn’t ripped like Easton was, he was tall and broad-shouldered. An ex once commented on his “prizefighter fists,” the big, bony hands that meant Doug broke a lot of keyboards. In reality, he’d never thrown a fist anywhere but in the air when a Whitney song came on in the club. 

But Easton didn’t know that, and he probably hadn’t seen the Alan Hollinghurst novel Doug had left on the bedside table with a rainbow bookmark. Doug would need to be more direct. Just not in an asshole-ish way. 

Right then, the back door opened. Easton walked in quietly. Doug could feel his eyes on him. He closed his book, using a finger to mark his place, and looked up to meet his eyes. 

“By the way, I’m gay, too. I’m not going to hate-crime you, and I’m not trying to hit on you. Just FYI.”

Opening his book, he went back to the pale imitation of reading that he’d been doing. He heard Easton exhale. “Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“I just gave your name and physical description to my two best friends. Just FYI.”

Doug laughed. At least the guy was practical. 

* * *

Among Easton’s groceries were a bag of thick-skinned blood oranges. Doug was helping him peel them. He’d offered to after making space in the tiny kitchen area to set up the ancient manual juicer that Easton had found under the sink. It took him back to his sous chef days.

They were standing side by side, the smell of the fruit tickling Doug’s throat, and he attempted to make small talk. “I guess these will be very Instagrammable. Is that the word?”

Easton looked a little abashed. “Yeah, but it’s not a good word. None of them are, really. I’m not— I won’t be posting anything this weekend. I don’t really do that anymore.”

Doug turned his head to shoot a confused look at him. “You don’t?”

Shrugging, Easton played with a sinuous strand of peel. “Nah. The occasional picture so people don’t think I’m dead, or I want to share news, but I don’t chase it anymore. I stopped doing ads. I used to be signed to an agency but,” he blew air between his lips, “pfffft.”

“Why? I thought, and I’m no expert, but isn’t that where all the money is?”

And, Doug didn’t say, all the other cute boys? Or maybe they’d all gone to TikTok or something else. He felt so out of the loop of current gay culture he might as well be a medieval peasant. 

Easton snorted. “Hardly. I made eight thousand from it last year and got some product, most of which I gave away. Lots of terrible workout gear, plus some really great socks which I still wear all the time. My agent told me I was on track for bigger deals, I just needed to build clout, get my USP, all this shit.”

He sighed. “I had a friend who got big — really big, half a million followers back then, now it’s three times that.” Easton said a name Doug didn’t recognize and continued, “And I saw up close what it took. Not just the work, although it’s really hard, harder than people think.”

Doug stayed quiet, but his face must have betrayed his reaction and Easton laughed, a little abashed. 

“It is, though! Start at 5 a.m. in the gym, livestream your first workout, breakfast is a business meeting because every meal is a meeting. Photo shoots, videos, collaborations, looking at all your metrics — did the livestream lose viewers halfway through? Better spend an hour with your manager discussing why. Then the afternoon workout, then in the evening off to an event that’s, like, the release party for a new air freshener. If you have a partner they have to be part of the brand, because otherwise you never see them.”

Doug was trying to follow along. “The brand?”

Nodding, Easton splayed his hands in the air. “My friend used to have consultants help design their relationship announcement posts. You can have a private life, of sorts, but it’s got to be so contained, because what you’re selling is yourself.”

Looking back down at the red chunks of orange in the bowl in front of them, Doug bit the inside of his cheek. He didn’t want to make any jokes or poorly-timed comments about how good looking Easton was compared to most of the guys Doug saw online. He took a breath and settled for, “It sounds like a direct path to burnout.”

“Mmmm.”

Easton trailed off, and Doug suddenly felt as if he’d been thrown into the present moment. As if he’d been sitting in his regular creaky office chair a minute ago, banging out an update to an urgent ticket. Then suddenly he was standing miles away in an itty bitty cottage with lace-edged curtains, handling fruit with a complete stranger. 

Doug inhaled sharply, hoping the feeling of dislocation wasn’t the prelude to a panic attack. Easton shuffled in his seat, as if he’d felt the change, too. Doug watched the graceful length of his fingers as he picked up a segment of orange and slowly separated it. Without looking up, he asked Doug, “Why are you here?”

It was a good question, and Doug didn’t know how to say, It’s because I’m chronically unable to take a vacation and my boss and therapist both ordered me to get out of my house. He breathed in and out again. 

“Matthias got the idea that I was in need of a break. I have this habit of answering work emails all the time. Usually it’s not a problem, but I made the mistake of replying to one that he was CC’d on and got caught.”

Easton’s tone was puzzled. “You got caught writing an email? What did it say?”

Doug shook his head. “It wasn’t the content of the email; it was just about how a particular font was rendering on an app.”

He sighed. Easton looked more confused, so Doug pressed on. “I was in the hospital at the time, and Matthias thought I shouldn’t be. Uh. That I shouldn’t be thinking about fonts.”

“Why were you in the hospital?”

“It was nothing serious. Just a… like, a dizzy spell.” 

It had been a little panic attack. No biggie. “Honestly, it was a fuss over nothing, and I was in the waiting room, bored, so I checked my phone.”

“I actually think it’s great that your boss cares that you were overworking yourself. Like you said, it sounds like a direct path to burnout.”

Dammit. Doug hated having his own words thrown back at him. He glared at Easton, who smiled slyly like he knew exactly what he was doing. A smile that made Doug’s stomach dip. 

“Yeah, well, he was also getting feedback from the team that I was driving them all up the wall, and he told me he had a place I could go for complete relaxation. Initially I said no, but my shrink told me I was stupid for turning down paid time off in my boss’s luxury cottage. Well, we assumed it was luxurious, though Matthias never said…” 

Easton laughed. “That it’s the size of a matchbox and you’d be sharing it with his wife’s personal trainer?”

“That got left out of the conversation, yes.”

* * *

They gave up on the juicer and ended up eating the oranges across from each other at the rickety kitchen table, where Easton had set up his study area for the day. His textbooks were all on biomechanics and physiology. He was retraining to become a physiotherapist, “specializing in elder care.”

“Wait, really?”

He laughed at Doug’s reaction. “Everyone says that. Some people say worse things. As if we don’t age ourselves.”

“It’s not that— no, it is that, you got me. I’m being ageist, which is stupid because I’m older than you.”

Easton at least gave him an out with his response. “I wanted something more substantial as a career. It’s steady work. Rewarding. Financially, much more secure. I’m looking to move eventually, find somewhere I can maybe even think about buying a place.”

“You live with people now?”

“Yeah, with friends. But it’s difficult, because right now I work six or seven days a week. One of my roommates is a DJ, and the other, Shaun, is just kinda naturally loud. Our place is small — Bay Area, you know — and it’s hard to get any peace. There’s always someone around, and that can be fun, but…” Easton sighed like he was sixty years old. “Sometimes I just want to listen to a podcast and eat chicken tenders.”

Doug placed his empty bowl back onto the kitchen table. He tried not to sound too desperate to work out Easton’s relationship status. “Who is coming around all the time?”

“Well, my ex, Aiden, he hooks up with Shaun all the time.” 

Seeing Doug’s horrified expression, Easton blurted, “It’s not like— they’re not going out-out, it’s just casual.”

“But he’s your ex? And you have to see him?”

Easton sighed. “Hear him, that’s the worst. Or it was. Noise-reduction headphones are the best invention ever.”

“Hit the books, pal. You gotta get out of there.”

They both laughed. Easton pulled a segment of orange into smaller pieces, examining the ruby red flesh. “What about you?”

“I live in the suburbs, in the dullest, most cookie-cutter street. Sometimes I drive right past my own home because it looks like every other one there. It’s not where I grew up, and it’s nowhere near where any of my friends live, but my asshole brother moved there with his wife and kids, and my Mom moved to be close to them, and I moved to be close to her.”

“Does your Mom like it there?”

Doug found that he was surprised by Easton’s question, because it showed he’d been listening. It had been a while since Doug felt like anyone was really listening to him talk about his personal life who wasn’t a paid therapeutic professional.

He paused before answering. “She didn’t mind it. Much. Before she passed away, she used to joke with me that it was a bit like The Truman Show. That if there was a zombie invasion it would be weeks before we could tell.”

“Oh, Doug. I’m so sorry.” Easton sounded genuine, although Doug didn’t feel sad talking about her. For once. “When did she pass away?”

“Over a year ago.” Doug knew his voice sounded clipped. He knew he should be more over it than he was. “Time goes by fast. But also weirdly. Grief makes time go weird.”

Easton let out a soft sound of agreement. “I know.”

As he said it, he reached out a hand and touched Doug’s shoulder. It was a tiny gesture, but a very human one. A little too human. Doug cleared his throat and changed the subject. 

“Dating in my area, it’s all either closeted husbands or literal teenagers. And these kids — I mean, I’m glad they’re so confident. I certainly wasn’t at their age.” He leaned back in the skinny chair. “But I can’t have some 18-year-old calling me Daddy. Sorry, nope.”

Giggling, Easton shuffled closer to Doug so they were shoulder to shoulder and elbowed him. “What about the closet cases?”

“When they show up in the family sedan with their kid’s toys still on the back seat, I should call them Daddy.”

Doug could feel he was being looked at carefully. Easton’s voice dropped a little lower than usual. “Do you?”

Going from his mother to Daddies so quickly was making Doug’s head spin. It was like he had vertigo. Part of him wanted to get up and bend Easton over the table, bite his neck, ask him what he wanted, whether he had ever called anyone anything, whether he had anything he wanted to ask for. Another part — the rational part, the part that got him through last year — was appalled at how intimate he’d let this get. And how stupid he was to even think that someone like Easton would ever be interested in a 34-year-old project manager who came with beard scruff and uncool jeans and panic attacks. 

“I don’t call them anything. Unless they have hideous political bumper stickers. Then I call them hypocrites.” 

Doug smiled with thin lips as he pushed away from the table. 

* * *

That night they flipped a coin for the bed. It was Doug’s idea; he couldn’t bear the idea of Easton implying that Doug should take it because he was older. Which also meant Doug couldn’t bitch about it when he lost. 

The couch was designer. The couch was, no doubt, expensive. The couch, Doug discovered very soon, was absolutely brutal to sleep on. He spent much of the night trying not to toss and turn because when he moved there was a telltale squeak of
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