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      For Brooke.

      Who is good because she wants to be.

      I’m so glad you make that choice every day.

      This book wouldn’t exist without you as the muse.
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      If there’s one thing in life I know, it’s this: my granny didn’t raise a wallflower who’d allow a man to talk to her however the fudge he feels.

      The man in front of me is old enough to be my grandfather…and balding.

      I stare at him hard—my hip turned out, elbow bent—while he repeats his question.

      “Dear, can I give you a compliment?” he says.

      “What’s that?” I snap, tapping my pencil on the order pad, my tone wasted on this man.

      He doesn’t flinch or hesitate, just continues talking. “You make those jeans of yours look good.”

      “I don’t want to hear that,” I sneer, blood pressure already rising. “I don’t want to hear that shizz from some grown-ass man old enough to be my grandfather, you hear me? Let me tell you a little story. ‘Once upon a time, there was an ugly barnacle. He was so ugly that everyone died. The end!’” I untie my apron and walk away from the table, knowing my SpongeBob quote was lost on him and I won’t be getting a tip. And Perry, my boss, sure as heck isn’t going to be amused with me. But this is my last night at my seasonal job at Pancake Emporium. Thank you, Jeebus.

      I hear my boss behind me, scurrying to catch up. “Brooklyn Dolly Parton, what did you say to that man? He’s cussin’ up a storm.”

      “Don’t middle name me, Perry. I don’t need some old man telling me my butt looks good like I don’t know it. I don’t work at a bar for a reason. I shouldn’t have to be dealing with that. I sling pancakes on a table, for ravioli’s sake.”

      Perry rolls his eyes, two years past being over my habit of speaking Bikini Bottom when I’ve had enough. “You can’t be rude to customers just because it’s your last day. I have plenty of girls who’ll come in and smile and know which fights to fight and which to let go.”

      I raise my palms. “Listen, I know. I’ll make it easy. This’ll be my last summer. I won’t come back next year.” I want to throw up a little as I say it. I’ve been working this particular part-time job since I was fifteen years old. It’s a staple in my life; a lifeline for me here in Tennessee. And it’s not like that old creeper is the first gross dude I’ve had to handle, but sometimes you have a crap day and you don’t want to deal with certain repeat moments anymore.

      I’m completely over slinging pancakes; and thankfully, in the morning, I’ll go back to my favorite job—as caretaker at a massive cabin in the woods. Where writers from all over the world come to study with handpicked professionals in the field they’re passionate about.

      My boss is Seraphina Daniels, one of the most successful authors in the world. She’s been my boss for two years now, and I’ve never once disagreed with any of her decisions, but the text message she sent me earlier today had thrown me for a loop.

      I’ll have a partner when I go back to my job tomorrow. Someone to help at the cabin. Someone to help me do the job I’ve never needed help with before.

      I wanted to ask her if I’d done something to make her mad. If I’d messed up, because that’s where my mind goes, to that kind of assumption. It’s just who I am, and I don’t know how to turn the switch off.

      Ever since I started there, my boss Sera’s always spent a lot of time helping out with the residents. She’s a very hands-on boss. But now that she and her husband have adopted a child, she’ll no longer be leaving Nashville—where they live—to visit the Smoky Mountains the way she used to.

      In theory, it makes sense. The person Sera hired will help me take care of the residents. That person will do the work she and her husband Chace can no longer do. But I still don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.

      On top of that, I’m staring down my final year of college, and I don’t like that either.

      Change and I aren’t the best of friends if I’m being frank right now. And I can’t help but worry that Sera is training my replacement because she wants me to put my big-girl panties on and find a real job once I graduate. What she doesn’t understand is I don’t want a real job. I want the job I have, and I want the life I’m dreaming of. Unfortunately, those two things don’t go hand-in-hand. Not without favors, and I can’t accept the favors Sera wants to extend to me.

      You see, my boss is a millionaire. She’s offered to pay for college a million times, but I’m not that kind of girl. Granny and Pop raised me to earn my way in the world. I may not know where I’m going, but I know wherever I end up, I’ll get there on my own.

      I walk to the back of the Pancake Emporium, leaving Perry and his blabbering behind. I clock out and throw my apron on the table in the back of our little makeshift break room.

      I’m never coming back to the Pancake Emporium.

      I’m going to show up tomorrow at my favorite job, and I’m going to sniff out this new person. I’m going to show Sera I can do the job on my own, that I don’t need her to replace me.

      Maybe she’ll let me stay there at the cabin in the woods forever.
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      I think there are a lot of people who would argue that staying in one place is bad for you. I disagree. What if the place you’re staying is a place you love?

      And better yet, what if the place you love has been hard-won?

      I walk out my front door, down my driveway, and across the street to the large cabin Seraphina Daniels owns. It’s the first day of the retreat season, and I can feel the familiar excitement I always feel mixed with nerves over the new hire.

      There are no cars parked out front, and I pat myself on the back—not just figuratively, either.

      Whoever Sera hired to help me at the cabin didn’t beat me here.

      I wonder what she’s like. Younger than me? Still in college, but only a freshman? An old lady? Someone who has years of caretaking experience? I groan as I scurry up the front steps.

      I have on a pair of ripped black shorts and a short crop top. I know how hot the cabin is when it’s been sitting for a while this time of year.

      Getting everything ready will be sweaty and dirty, even with the cleaning company Sera hires to come in before I do. The company mops, cleans the rugs, wipes down the surfaces, and washes the linens.

      But I have my routine. I check the books in the bookcases on every floor, survey the landscaping, inventory the supply closets. I clean the blinds, run the dishes through the dishwasher, check the deep freeze for out-of-date items. It’s a lot of work, and that’s fine because I love it. I listen to my podcasts and audiobooks to help pass the time.

      I mean, who can’t get something done with a good R.S. Grey book making you laugh, or Tori and Cady from the Cruel and Unusual podcast?

      No one, that’s who.

      When I open the massive front door to the cabin, I take a deep breath. This is home. I am home here. The last house I felt safe in is somewhere I can’t go. If Sera pushes me out for what she thinks is my own good, where will I go?

      Get a real job? Move into a place of my own, unconnected to the retreat?

      Ugh. I can’t think about it.

      Instead, I get to work.

      I clean baseboards, then the fridge and the sink. I do a bunch of tasks Sera doesn’t expect of me. She can’t see me doing these jobs, but I still have to do them for my peace of mind. I have to prove that this chick she hired is unneeded. We don’t need her here, and I don’t want her here. I don’t need to teach someone how to do my job, because I never want to leave this job.

      I live across the street in a small cabin—also owned by Sera—furnished precisely the way I like it, all items bought by my boss. The utilities are paid, and so is the Wi-Fi even though I rarely use it, opting to do my schoolwork here in the main hall while each writing retreat is in session.

      I don’t like being alone, and even though my cabin is the best-looking house I’ve ever lived in, it’s still just me there.

      Being single is just the norm for me. I’ve found it challenging to find a man around these mountains who wants the same things I want. Scratch that. I’ve met some guys who wish to have a quiet country life, but I just haven’t clicked with them.

      My entire family grew up in Sevierville, Tennessee. We all went to the same high school, and we all grew up within a ten-mile radius of one another. Until now.

      I clean the windows in front of me and try to steer my thoughts away from my mother.

      They say most car accidents happen when you’re ten miles from home. That’s how my mother died, leaving me in the care of my father when I was ten years old. Until shit hit the fan after Granny, Pop, and I found out about his secret family and my half-sisters. After that, my father spent most of his time with them, abandoning me in our single-wide trailer. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I moved in with Granny and Pop in the big house on the property.

      Fortunately, I’m not allowed another wasted second to dwell on my crap family, as a knock on the front door pulls me from my memories.

      I place the Windex bottle on the counter and brush my hands down my black cut-offs.

      One. Two. Three. I count my breaths and walk toward the door, where the person on the other side is still knocking. Calm your barnacles, you old bag. I don’t even know if the person standing on the other side of the door is old. Sera gave me no info about the new hire; she’s been scatterbrained since she and Chace adopted, and that’s okay. I don’t press. I’m okay with my assumption that the person on the other side of this door is old. Old people can be saints or assholes, so we shall see what the universe will offer me.

      I open the door and squint my eyes into the morning light.

      The person staring back at me is not old. And not a woman.

      The man standing in front of me with a duffle bag is tall. Tall with tattoos. Tattoos and dark hair. Did I mention tattoos?

      He reaches out his hand to me, and I glance over his shoulder at the cab pulling away from the cabin. Well, call me a jackass and color me sassy.

      “Hi, are you Brooklyn? Sera said you’d tell me what to do on my first day. I’m Declan O’Connell,” he says. He doesn’t just have an Irish name; he has an Irish accent—mother fudger.

      “Yes. Hi. Brooklyn Parton. Meet it nice ya. I mean, nice to meet ya.” I hate myself.

      The incredibly attractive Irish man in front of me smiles and doesn’t acknowledge that I just sounded like a royal idiot. My hand still feels warm from his touch.

      Focus, Brooklyn. You don’t want him here. I step back out of the doorway for him to come through. Is this real life? Does he smell like Irish Spring?

      I notice then that I’m barefoot. And those bare feet are dirty as hell. I’m dirty all over, to be honest. Already.

      My watch tells me it’s eleven o’clock. Why did Sera have him come in so late to start his day?

      “So, Sera didn’t tell me anything about you when she said she hired someone. Are you from here?”

      Declan turns and looks at me as he sets his duffle bag on the wood floor. He cocks an eyebrow. His accent alone tells me he isn’t from here, but it’s just something you ask.

      “No. Not from here. I mean, I’ve lived in the States for years. But new to the south.”

      I walk over to my flipflops on the floor, slipping into them. “What brings you to the Smoky Mountains? The bright prospect of the hospitality field?” It’s not a job I feel guilty or ashamed of having. But what is this tall, dark, Irish gentleman doing here?

      Declan chuckles. “No, my mother is a writer, and she knows Sera. I needed a job…away from the city, so she put in a call. Tennessee is as good a place as any to get away to. I guess.”

      It’s the best place. I mean, I haven’t been many places, but you can’t beat the Smoky Mountains. He’s going to fall in love with it and never leave. And I need him to leave. “What exactly did she tell you your job here would be?”

      “Sera said to help you. Stick to you like glue.”

      I blush. Well, yeah, I’d love a strapping Irish brogue to stick to me like glue. Did Sera do this on purpose? She’s been saying I need to get laid for a while now.

      No, that’s ridiculous. My boss wouldn’t hire someone so I could get a happy.

      I notice a smudge of dirt on my white T-shirt and try to wipe it away, only making it worse. As I do with most things in my life. “To be honest, I was surprised Sera hired someone. I can get everything done pretty well on my own.”

      “I won’t get in the way. I promise. Anything you need, I’ll be right there to do it.”

      Jesus…

      “Okay, well, it’ll be a couple of days until the first guests arrive. We’ll need to make some runs to the grocery store at the bottom of the hill. I have a Jeep and a lot of space. So we can take my car.” I remember he was dropped off by a cab. “In the meantime, I’ll show you to your room. Sera said in her email you’d be staying here until you found a place. There’s one room on the top floor, and no one ever goes up there so you’ll have a lot of privacy.”

      “Show me the way.” Declan nods, his smile shy, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to handle this guy. He’s too…hot.

      Too much of a lot of things I might need.
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      My new temporary home is in a large room at the top of a five-story cabin in the woods. It doesn’t get much better than that, but I’m not in the mood for better. Or nice. Or things that feel good, but I push the thought away and smile when I see it, as though I care. It’s apparent the room is the equivalent of the master bedroom of the entire cabin. I wonder why Brooklyn—the caretaker—doesn’t stay in here, but I’m quickly filled in that she lives across the street in her own cabin. It seems that my new boss…takes care of her.

      I don’t know a lot about Sera other than that she’s close with my mom. Close enough for my mother to tell her that I needed out of New York City.

      I want to be mad at my mom for discussing my life with someone I don’t know, but things got pretty bad before I boarded the plane to come here, to Tennessee.

      My past and the woman I loved is all I see there. I had to get away; I knew that. But I could never make the step, take the leap. So my mother and sisters couldn’t help but step in. My family is like that. We take care of one another.

      My phone feels heavy with all the texts that have come in since I landed. Entering the overwhelming mess that is the group chat I share with my sisters and mother seems like a cumbersome task. So, once Brooklyn leaves me in my new temporary home, I focus on putting my things away instead.

      She’s a pretty girl. It’s hard not to notice. I wasn’t expecting the girl I’ve been tasked to shadow to be wearing itty bitty cut-off shorts and a crop top. Her hair is to the middle of her back, and she has a large tattoo on her thigh. She’s exactly my type in some ways, but I’m not here for romance. My last love is what made me the kind of man who needs to vacate a city—and a whole state—just to forget.

      I’m not going down that road again.

      Fifteen minutes later, I meet Brooklyn downstairs in front of the cabin. Her golden hair is in a huge bun, and the stain on her shirt is still there. It looks worse, like she tried hard to get it out and failed. Her shirt is even a little wet.

      Her bra is black. Goddamnit. Nope. No, no, no.

      “Should we exchange numbers so we can get in touch with each other if we need to?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      She walks toward me, arms crossed. “Yeah, we can, but I’ll be honest. If you need me for anything, you might wanna walk across the road and knock on my door. I hate cell phones. I’ll give you the landline too.”

      “You have a landline?” My mother doesn’t even have a landline.

      “Yeah.” Brooklyn shrugs. “Sera knows I hate cell phones so she made me get a home phone at my place. She pays for it so she can get ahold of me if she needs to. She worries about me being out here alone.”

      “Do you worry about being out here alone?”

      “Listen,” Brooklyn places a hand on her hip, points at me, “I live my life one paranoid second at a time. So yes, I worry about being out here.”

      “Do you know the people who live in the cabins around here?”

      “Yeah. We’re like a little community. A lot of the cabins are Airbnb’s, though.”

      “Is that one yours?” I point to a cabin across the street. There’s a jeep in the drive, and the mailbox is in the shape of a rooster.

      Brooklyn glances over her shoulder and nods. “That’s it, yes.”

      “I like the cock mailbox,” I say with a straight face. If I had a laugh in me, I would have let it out now. But I haven’t laughed in a while.

      “Rooster.”

      “Yeah. That. That’s my tattoo artist’s name.” I point to her thigh. “I like your ink.” She blushes at my comment. I wasn’t going for that. I just admire the lines. They’re clean. But for me to know that she has to know I’ve been staring at her legs. Fuck.

      

      “Thanks. I like octopi. Or uh, octopuses?” She shakes her head, as confused as I am by this interaction. We need to go on this supply run before this conversation gets any more awkward.

      This girl has eyes—big blue eyes—and it’s a cliché but who doesn’t love blue eyes? Wouldn’t be the first time I fell for a pretty girl like her, and that’s precisely why I don’t need to be looking. My wife’s eyes were blue, too.

      “Anyway,” I segue, “I’m ready to go to the store whenever you are.”

      We walk across the road to her driveway, where her Jeep sits, and get in. It’s a long drive down the mountain, and she talks the whole way.
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      My first day working with Declan goes by quickly. When we make it back to the cabin, I find an email from Sera telling me everything she wants me to go over with Declan.

      It’s been a long time since I trained anyone for a job, and the last time I did, it was for waiting tables.

      He’s a quiet guy, which I don’t like because I can’t stop myself from filling every silence. I tell him my childhood nickname, my birthdate. What hospital I was born in. My grandparents’ names and my parents’ names. Maybe some second cousins’ names too.

      I give him my dating history and tell him about my ex-friend who stole my boyfriend—barnacled beotch.

      I tell him about every pet I’ve had in my life and how I desperately want to adopt a Pitbull who looks like the one my mom had before she died.

      I’d hoped that since this guy is hotter than the sun that I would keep quiet. But I talk. And I talk. And I talk some more.

      Due to my verbal vomit, I learn very little about Declan. And that makes me feel like a royal asshole, because I want to know about him. And hear him talk in his Irish accent.

      Midway through the day, I shoot Sera a text asking her what she’s up to with this new hire, but she assures me she’s just helping a friend out.

      The woman has the cash to spare, and I know Declan will run out of things to do. So I believe her. She hired someone to be a friend for me here. Maybe it’s also because she won’t be coming back to the cabin when retreats are going on.

      When a resident has a question, they won’t have the owner to go to; they’ll have to come to me. It won’t be the first time. Retreat sessions have taken place when Sera was home in Nashville or traveling.

      It does feel like a new level of responsibility, though. I just hope she doesn’t plan to push me out for my own good.

      My boss is a good fifteen years older than me. And she mothers me sometimes.

      I don’t argue, because I don’t have a mother to mother me anymore.

      When the day is done, I say goodnight to Declan and make my way to my Jeep, which is parked outside of the main work cabin due to our supply run.

      Before I hop in to drive it the short distance across the street, I see my neighbor Brandi out, walking her Yorkie. I’m not into little dogs, but the old dog is as sweet as her owner.

      I wave and jog over to them. “Hi, Miss Brandi. How are you this evening?”

      “I’m fine, Brookie girl. How about yourself? I see it’s retreat season again.” Miss Brandi is about sixty-five, not too far into her retirement. She and her husband live in the cabin across the street from me. I’ve spent a lot of Friday nights at their place, putting together puzzles and playing Monopoly and card games.

      I genuinely believe I am a Miss Brandi at heart. Just an old lady in a young girl’s body. I want my own Mister Jeffrey to do low key things with me on the weekends. I want someone to float the rivers, fish, and go on walks with. I want a man who’s up for building my chicken coop so I can finally get a group of hens.

      I’ve never been able to relate to people my age, which is why it’s so easy to be close friends with my boss.

      “Yeah, it is,” I smile, “and it couldn’t have come sooner. I quit the Pancake Emporium. For good this time.”

      “Oh, you did? Good girl. You don’t need to be working so many jobs when you have schoolwork. It leaves you no time to find a man either, hun.”

      I roll my eyes. “You know I gave up on that like two summers ago. I got time.”

      Miss Brandi loves her husband, so I can’t fault her for her wanting me to find a man. Especially when I lament my inability—often—to find one here who wants what I want.

      But I’m twenty-five. I don’t need one, and I don’t have a ticking time clock in my womb. I decided years ago I didn’t want any kids and that’s fine by me. I’ll be a damn good dog mom and chicken mom and goat mom.

      I deleted Tinder and every other dating app from my phone before last winter. I don’t believe in cuffing season, and I’m not going to settle down with some guy I don’t like because fall and winter will be here before we know it.

      It’s the beginning of September. The air is still warm most days, and I love it. I love the South. I love the birds in the trees and the mountains surrounding my home.

      “You know, I could see it if you had some oats to sow, girl. But you’re not a wild one, and you don’t even drink. I even drank when I was your age.”

      “You drank at my age?” I raise an eyebrow. “You drink at your age, Miss Brandi.”

      “A glass of red wine a day is good for the heart.”

      I have no intention of arguing with her. I genuinely believe that alcohol is the devil’s nectar, but that’s neither here nor there.

      Miss Brandi continues with, “I know your heart. You wanna settle down. And no man is gonna wanna settle down with a girl who has no time for him.”

      “I’m never gonna be one of those girls who just sits on her laurels and waits for a man to complete her life.” I roll my eyes, and Miss Brandi tsks me.

      “Enrich your life, dear. Enrich! And I know you’re a strong girl who doesn’t need anyone. But what are the kids your age doing?”

      I scrunch my nose. “I don’t know.”

      Miss Brandi nods in the direction of the cabin, smirking.

      “New hire,” I tell her.

      “Sera hired someone new? To do what? Don’t you run that place?”

      “Yeah. He’s there to help me.” I don’t want to tell miss Brandi the guy seems like he’s running from something, but that’s the impression he left today. I could see him staring off into the woods, out the window. He looks haunted.

      I didn’t give him a second to tell me a damn thing about himself, though. Maybe it’s because I’m afraid whatever is behind those eyes will break my heart.

      “It’s a he? What’s the fella like?”

      “Tall, dark, and Irish.”

      Miss Brandi smiles. “Maybe Sera worries about you too.”

      “It crossed my mind, but no. I don’t believe she hired a guy just so I could get laid or fall in love.”

      “We shall see. I got eyes. He’s gotta come out of that cabin sometime. I’ll see him and maybe plant a little seed. Set a little something up.”

      “Please don’t make this the second job I have to quit in a week.” I groan. “I love you, I need him to not be a thorn in my side.”

      All Miss Brandi does is wink.
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      I can master waiting games. Doing my time here in these mountains will be easy. It’s a beautiful prison. And hopefully, after enough time passes, my mother and sisters will encourage me to come home. At present, I don’t want to be in New York City, so it all works out. The women in my life think they’re helping me—teaching me a lesson. I was floating aimlessly, wanting to escape but having no idea where to go. So, our plans aligned.

      Everything in New York reminds me of Iris. She’s park benches and opera, Broadway and the brick walls of our apartment. She’s the City. And until I can scrub her from my brain, I can’t go back.

      I haven’t been a country boy since I was little. I grew up on a farm in Ireland, playing outside while my mother wrote epic historical romance novels as my father worked. When my mom hit it big, my father stopped working and took care of me and my sisters. It freed up my mother’s time to write more and more stories.

      One day, when the world was eating up every romantic word she wrote, she traveled to New York for a book signing and fell in love. So when my father died, we moved to the City.

      My mother knows a thing or two about how a place—a small town, a country—can be cursed. So I understand why she’s so adamant I move on. Because she never has.

      You can’t move on from the dead easily. And I harshly judge those that do.

      In one fell swoop, I lost my wife while I slept soundly. I can’t stop feeling her in New York. She haunts it.

      The room I’m in is pitch black, the curtains pulled. I fell asleep early, right after eating a quick dinner when Brooklyn left the cabin. It’s eerie, being alone in this massive building.

      There are five floors and dozens of rooms. I know it’ll be full of strangers soon and I’ll be busy working six days a week, but I can’t help but hate this downtime.

      I thought about asking Brooklyn if she wanted to grab dinner—strictly platonic—but I didn’t want her to get any ideas. It would be nice to be friends, not just coworkers, but I don’t want her thinking I’m hitting on her. There will be no more comments about her tattoos or anything resembling a compliment on anything that isn’t her work ethic or something like it.

      It’s a slippery slope, being friends with the opposite sex. We all know it.

      I push the covers off my body, walk to the sliding door on the side of the room, and pull open the curtains. The waning evening light sneaks in, but it isn’t much. I push the door open and stare into the mountains. Woods. Green and gray as far as I can see. It’s misty and crisp.

      I like it here.

      The smell of smoke makes its way to me, and I look down at the lawn behind the cabin. There’s a large fire pit five stories below, with a circle of seating around it and a few picnic tables on the grass.

      The fire is going, and I can see Brooklyn’s long, light brown hair.

      She’s walking around the lawn, picking up twigs, throwing them in the fire.

      I quickly go back inside and make the long walk down flight after flight of stairs to her.

      No way is she out there picking up twigs in the yard while I nap like a baby. Nope. Not on my watch.

      When I close the sliding door on the bottom floor, Brooklyn flinches and looks over at me. “Warn a woman! Jeebus.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s okay. Just know that I’ll be getting payback, buckaroo,” she says.

      The girl says the weirdest things. I can’t keep up with her. She seems to have no filter yet also cringes at everything that comes out of her own mouth, simultaneously. She’s entirely at ease in her skin while also embarrassed at every turn. She’s a complete contradiction. I’ve also noticed she doesn’t curse and uses other words in place of them.

      She still has on her little black shorts, but a hoodie with Rihanna’s face on it covers the crop top. She pulls her long hair is into a messy bun on her head, securing it with a neon pink scrunchy from her wrist.

      I walk toward her. “What are you doing out here anyway?”

      “I felt like making a fire. And I figured I could do it on the clock. Clean up the lawn a little bit.”

      “Okay. I’ll help.”

      Brooklyn nods and continues bending down, gathering twigs.

      The fire feels warm, and there’s a slight chill in the air. I want to hover around the warmth, watch her move. The light casts her in amber colors.

      “It’s incredibly beautiful out here,” I say after a while. Because I feel like one of us needs to say something. All day today, this girl wouldn’t stop talking, and now she’s suddenly stoic. I rarely feel the need to fill the quiet, but being out in the dark with her makes me worry I’m making her nervous.

      Because she told me the woods make her nervous.

      And living alone makes her nervous.

      And a lot of things seem to make her nervous.

      I’d say listening to murder podcasts probably contributes to that. But I didn’t want to make her feel like her choice of entertainment was stupid when she brought it up earlier today.

      Hell, I might find it hard to sleep—harder than usual, anyway—after everything she told me about the Golden State Killer as we ate lunch today. Sick fucker.

      “Yeah. There’s no place like it,” she says.

      I wait for more, but nothing comes. “Are you as tired as I am?” I ask, doubting she took a nap like I did.

      “Yeah. I spent all summer at my waitressing job. And when I start back up here, it’s always a hard hit. It’s a different kind of work.”

      “I’ve never done work like this.” I’ve never done any sort of manual labor.

      “What was your last job like?” She’s pepping up, picking up more twigs, more than she can hold in her hands.

      I walk to her, offer to take some of the branches. “I…owned a company. Hospitality work involved on occasion. Tending bar. Behind the counter work at times.” I liked to be hands-on. Iris said it was necessary.

      “Did you like it? Because I hated waitressing. I felt like I could never say what I wanted to say.”

      “I liked it. But I imagine it’s different for a woman.”

      She smiles. “Yes. Yes, it is.”
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      It’s hard to rely on people in the world we live in. I’ve learned the hard way to do all I can to make sure I don’t have to rely on anyone for anything. Sounds cynical, I know, but I think it’s just smart thinking.

      I have a small garden and a greenhouse behind my cabin. Nothing tastes better than the food you’ve tended—fresh green beans and carrots, potatoes and tomatoes. Bruh. I love the local farmers’ markets, don’t get me wrong. But what would happen if there was a global pandemic? What if we weren’t allowed to be within six feet of each other? What if going to the grocery store was a scary situation? Nah. I don’t want to deal with that.

      So I grow my food for as long as I can in the garden, with the greenhouse helping to extend my growing season.

      Once I’m out of college, I’ll get my goats and chickens. Maybe. If I’m still working for Sera and I have the cabin.

      Or if I ever get the nerve to live on the land my granny and pop left to me when they went to the retirement home. The old house I grew up in after my mother died and my father went to live with his secret family…it needs a little work. But every book I read as a child is still out there in Granny’s library
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