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			To Mom and Dad—my first love story

		

	
		
			One
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			It happens past midnight, in a fluorescent-lit room. I’m shaky with adrenaline and not a little bit sweaty. I’m having trouble hearing.

			“Louisa,” Nate says, an edge to his voice like he’s repeating himself. “What did you honestly expect?”

			Not this, honestly. Not Nate, who’s only ever called me Lou, pulling out Louisa like a weapon. Certainly not the mottled bruise along the sweat-ringed neckline of his T-shirt, evidence of someone else’s mouth.

			“We’ve been so scared to call this what it is, but it’s actually obvious, right?” He keeps talking, the end of every phrase turned up like a question he expects me to agree with.

			I let his voice haze out, become wordless as I watch his lips move: the freckle just off-center of his Cupid’s bow, the thin white scar from his near-feral childhood cat. He raises a hand to scrape his fingers through his hair, fidgety, then tugs at the leather bracelet slung around his left wrist. I made it when I was twenty-three and briefly consumed by handicraft.

			Bad timing, I think he says. Less than ideal. He starts fiddling with things on his dressing room desk: a haphazard stack of picks, a tin of cinnamon breath mints. The set list is taped to the mirror, Purple Girl (Acoustic) highlighted yellow. He opened with it tonight, not making eye contact with me where I sat in the VIP section, and for once I didn’t sing along.

			“Say something,” I finally make out. A demand, halfway petulant, as Nate turns to face me. He’s always been this way: defensive when he’s wrong, made accusatory by his embarrassment. “You owe me a response, here, at least.”

			“I owe you?” My voice surprises me, like this is a scene I’ve been watching from a distance and I’m disoriented to hear myself in it. Someone whoops from the hallway—Kenji, maybe. Nate’s drummer. Everyone else is packing up to go home, or go out. But I have the paralyzing feeling that I’ll never exist outside this moment again. “I don’t think so.”

			“No?” Nate tips closer to me, and I bite the insides of my cheeks so hard I taste iron. “After six years, you don’t have a single thing to say?”

			Six years. Six years. Six years.

			I do have one thing to say. When I tilt my chin upward, Nate tracks the movement like a sniper.

			“Don’t think for even half a second that you’re keeping the house.”

			He blinks, surprised. It’s a victory, however small, to shock him.

			And it’s what I’m thinking of, as Nate Payne—my first love, my first everything—dumps me backstage at his own concert. Not the humiliation of being cheated on right under my nose. Not the fallout when the press learns that Louisa Walsh—Nate’s purple girl—is out of the picture. Not even the anticipatory shame of telling my mother, my sister.

			It’s this, simple and salient:

			I cannot lose that goddamn house.

		

	
		
			Two
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			Three hours earlier

			I never get floor seats anymore. It used to be a physical thing, watching Nate play: the press of bodies against mine, the bass vibrating up through my sneakers, the guardrail crowded into my spleen as I tipped over it to get closer to him. Now his tour manager, Roger, always books me into the VIP section. Tonight it’s stage left, separated from the pit by a railing and a smattering of security guards in yellow polo shirts. Roger says it’s to keep me safe, but I’ve always had the distinct suspicion it’s to keep me out of the way.

			Kenji’s waifish girlfriend sits next to me, white sneakers propped on the rail, phone glowing in her hands. She doesn’t look up, even when they take the stage. I think her name is Florence—though it could be Frances, or Frieda. Kenji’s girlfriends are hard to keep track of; they come and go, each one more beautiful than the last, sort of incomprehensible to me. When I met Kenji he was a greasy-haired nineteen-year-old with a “hard-line moral stance” against deodorant and a grade point average so precarious it could only be salvaged by a string of expensive tutors. The only thing he cared about was drums, and—sometimes—Nate.

			Onstage, Nate waits for the screaming crowd to quiet. “Hellooo, Denver!” he shouts. A woman in the very front row, once my place, shrieks so loudly in response I see a vein throb in her neck. Beside me, Florence/Frances/Frieda is shopping for face serum.

			“We’re Say It Now,” Nate says, his lips brushing the mic. “And it’s a dream to be in our hometown, singing our songs.” Kenji hammers out a drum riff that sounds like the train jingle at the Denver airport, and a laugh ripples through the stadium. “If you know the words to this one, sing along for us, all right?”

			He plucks out the opening chords of “Purple Girl” and suddenly I’m twenty again, writing an essay in my Boulder dorm room, Nate cross-legged on my bed with his guitar. I close my eyes and think of us like that: children. I loved him like a fever, with an intensity that left me sleepless. Before Abe and Mateo joined the band, before “Purple Girl” took off, before the record deal or the tours or any of it at all—just Nate Payne, the first and only boy I ever loved, writing me a song.

			“But I’d give it all up,” Nate sings, “these purple mountains, the alpenglow… ” He steps back from the mic and smiles into the stadium, waving his hand to give them the stage. And they step up, twenty thousand voices, to finish the verse: “…for my purple girl.”

			For years Nate sang those words right to me, no matter how big the crowd. His eyes on mine and the time collapsing between us, making us college kids again. He doesn’t look for me, now, and the truth is the song isn’t mine anymore. We haven’t been those kids in a long, long time. Nate called me purple because he said I was like a bruise: hurt beneath the surface, carrying the remnant of something painful. You try to hide it, he said. But it’s right there under your thick skin. Nate could be poetic like that—around his huge laugh and his scrappiness. There was something tender inside of him.

			Last fall Nate posted an acoustic version of “Purple Girl” that went viral overnight, eleven million views by morning. He recorded the video in the attic office at the house, sitting in my desk chair with afternoon light coming in from the garden behind him. The song was five years old, by then. It had always been one of their most popular—but not like this.

			It’s the version he sings tonight, the one that catapulted Say It Now to the level of fame that’s had them on tour since winter. I haven’t seen Nate in months. When the song hit the Billboard charts and everything changed, his story did, too: Lou’s a kaleidoscope, he told the press. Full of every surprising color—purple most of all. It was happier that way, if less true. And I couldn’t quite blame him: we haven’t been those people in years. It’s been a long time since I’ve been the girl he wrote the song about.

			My phone buzzes, and I pull it out of my pocket. My sister, Goldie. The reply to a text I sent hours ago. What are you waiting for, though? Can’t you just get a date on the books for your licensing exam?

			My throat gives an involuntary grumble, a strangled noise that makes Frieda(?) glance over at me. I stuff my phone back into my pocket and feel it vibrate again. I try to focus on the music, but I can imagine what else Goldie’s saying: You’re wasting time…. You can’t put off your career forever…. Twenty-six is too old not to have a 401(k). Goldie was nine when I was born, and when we were kids I called her Vice Mom, like a vice principal but worse. She’s been on my case since I was an infant.

			When Nate and I were students in that dorm room, imagining our life together, I had the future mapped out exactly as Goldie wanted it. I was going to be a therapist. I was going to have the steady job, the reliable income, the health insurance. Nate was going to play guitar. But before we even graduated that all changed—Nate was touring and then I was in grad school and now we’re here: in a packed stadium, together in the same room for the first time in months with a sea of people separating us. Nate’s given me the exact thing Goldie hates most: a safety net. An excuse not to stand on my own two feet.

			With Nate paying for our lives, I can keep putting off the inevitable for a little longer, and then a little longer after that.

			I don’t need Goldie’s approval, I remind myself. The band transitions into “Louder,” and everyone in the pit starts jumping. I watch Nate’s face on the big screen—his full lips, the dimple in his right cheek, the jut of his nose where he broke it rock climbing at sixteen. I have my own life, I remind myself. And then, even though it grates—even though it hasn’t felt true in a long while—I think, I have Nate.
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			Frieda follows me backstage when the set’s done, finally dropping her phone into her shoulder bag and giving me a thin-lipped smile that doesn’t touch her eyes. I’ve had two hard seltzers—those giant-barreled cans they only sell at stadiums—and I’m feeling a little fizzy. I tell myself I didn’t think of Goldie when I ordered the second one. Didn’t think about how she’d never drink on a school night, because she always has work in the morning. Certainly didn’t think about the fact that I have no plans tomorrow—or any other day, really.

			“Flooooooo!” Kenji bounds down the hallway toward us, his voice bouncing from the concrete walls. It’s Florence, then. When he scoops her into his arms and spins her around, she looks genuinely repulsed. In her defense, Kenji’s pretty sweaty. “What’d you think, baby?”

			“It was great,” Florence says, adjusting her hair as he puts her back down. “You ready to go?”

			“Where’s Nate?” I ask, and Kenji notices me for what seems like the first time. A weird look storms over his eyes, there and then gone. “Uh, he’s…”

			“Dressing room?” I prompt.

			“Yeah,” Kenji says slowly. His hand’s wrapped around Florence’s waist, rucking up her shirt. “But look, Lou, he’s not—” Kenji breaks off, swallows. Kenji’s a lot of things, but taciturn is not one of them. I hike my eyebrows.

			“I don’t know if you want to go back there,” Kenji says. There’s a flush spreading over his cheeks. I feel it start to mirror in my own.

			“Why not?”

			Kenji’s eyes flicker down the hall, back to me, down the hall.

			“Kenji.”

			“Ah, Lou, it’s really not my place—” He breaks off again, grimacing. And I know, fully and all at once, like a shoe dropping. A door slamming shut.

			I start to walk, autopiloting my body down the concrete hallway even as he calls after me. Kenji’s been my friend for years—but he’s Nate’s friend first. It’s not me he’s trying to protect.

			“…Abe always gets so pitchy on ‘In Flux,’ but he’s insistent on that solo.” I hear Nate before I see him, his voice carrying through the cracked door of a room with his name on it.

			When I push it open and step inside, he’s standing next to a girl. A woman, Goldie would chide me. She’s tall and curvy, with tumbling red hair and a shirt that dips low enough for me to see that her breasts have significantly more presence than mine. His hand is on her ass, all four fingers tucked into the back pocket of her jeans, and in the same moment it registers that I recognize her, she reaches to unwrap Nate’s earplugs from around his neck.

			The photo, I think. That damn photo, from the spring.

			She’s nobody, Nate had said. Nobody.

			But here she is.

		

	
		
			Three
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			I get home past two o’clock and don’t turn any lights on. Nate stayed downtown—whether with his bandmates or that woman, I don’t know—and I went home to the house we’ve shared for the last four years. A historic wood-and-stone cabin in the mountains (if you can call something a cabin at five thousand square feet and six bedrooms). With its wraparound porch and stained-glass windows and vaulted, gnarled-beam ceilings, it’s my happiest place. A home that Nate’s almost never in, that feels like it’s mine as much as my own face, my own fingernails.

			It was nearly ninety degrees in Denver, where August’s always sticky and sweltering. But up in Estes Park the evenings are cool all summer long, and when I step out of my car in our smooth driveway it’s clear and breezy. It smells like pine trees. The stars are otherworldly bright.

			I kick off my sandals inside the front door and walk through every room of the house: moonlight coming in through the tall windows, whispers of wallpaper and doorframes under my fingertips. Trying to memorize every piece of it. Trying to imagine my life anywhere else.

			Seriously? Nate had said, when I told him I wanted the house. That’s really all you have to say? Not an answer to whether I could keep it, and it was all I’d had to say, at least right then. His words from the stadium are still swirling through me: What did you honestly expect? We’ve been so scared to call this what it is.

			I would never have admitted it to him, that he was right. That it’s been at least a year—longer, probably—since Nate and me have been Nate and me. We settled so invisibly into our shared but separate lives that I can’t see the seam, looking back. The line where things changed. I only know that they did: that Nate had become my long-term plan by default, not choice, and that there was a part of me—not insignificant—that stayed with him only to prove something to myself. That I’m capable of an everlasting relationship. That I’m settled and grown-up and taken care of. That I’m, maybe most of all, not like my mother.

			It was unfair to him, to hold on for reasons like that. But now we’re here, more than even in our unfairness. I’m insulted and humiliated and relieved.

			The house had been Nate’s idea, out of college. The front door alone looked like it cost more than my entire Boulder apartment—all burled wood and brass hardware. There was one of those copper, wall-mount thermometers on the porch, and a cluster of aspens in the front yard, and a storybook gate that led around back to the flower garden. It was gorgeous: stone paths winding between rows of mountain lupine and purple columbines. You could see clear to Longs Peak from anywhere you stood. The house belonged in Architectural Digest, not in my life.

			Nate grew up in a low-slung suburb of Denver, in a small brick bungalow with two brothers. Every summer his family drove up to Estes Park and camped for a full week: the only vacation they could afford. The house was down the street from the ice cream shop he’d go to with his brothers, the three of them tumbling over each other on the weed-cracked sidewalk. It was lodged in Nate like an old splinter—the way only things from our childhood get stuck in us. It was more than a house, to him; it was an idea. One that, after a record deal and a national tour, he could afford to rent for himself.

			It didn’t make much difference to me, where we landed. The splinters of my own childhood had only ever pushed me in one direction: away. I’d never go back to Ohio, but pretty much anywhere else seemed fine. I was two days past graduation and starting an online master’s program in the fall. I had an empty summer spread before me, a plan for the future, a twenty-two-year-old boy holding my hand. When he tugged me through the front door of his dream house, I went willingly.

			Nate gave me creative control over the house (within reason—we were renters). The landlord, a man named Henry I never met, lived in town but didn’t come by. So long as we didn’t do anything obnoxious, Nate said, we could pretty much do what we wanted. With Nate gone so often—on tour, or out of town for press, or staying in Denver for weeklong stints to record with the band—his dream house ultimately became mine. I painted the kitchen a woodsy green and installed vintage light fixtures; I themed each bedroom after a Colorado plant—pine, spruce, lupine, juniper, aspen, fir; I applied peel-and-stick wallpaper in the attic office, where a bay window looked out over the back garden.

			There was already help for the garden by the time we moved in, a woman named Joss who came by most summer afternoons to manage our small wilderness. It was just as well; I’ve always been an indoor cat. I wouldn’t have known what to do with the yard, and Joss worked magic out there. On nice days we’d drink lemonade on the porch together when she was through; she was only in her midthirties, and a great storyteller. With Nate gone and all my college friends over an hour away in Denver, it was nice to have Joss around. For the garden, and for me.

			There weren’t close neighbors. Each house sat on a wooded lot that elk roamed through at will, grazing on pine needles and bunches of lichen. The house across the street was nearest, a stately cabin where a retired couple from Kansas—Martina and Bill—lived with their old St. Bernard, Custard. He was enormous, bearlike, all droopy jowls and soulful eyes.

			When Nate was home we cooked the kinds of simple foods twenty-three-year-olds tend to: pasta with cherry tomatoes from the yard, burgers that Nate grilled on the gas range on the back porch. We went barefoot everywhere and christened every room of the house the way twenty-three-year-olds also do. Nate was gone so often that having him home always felt like Christmas morning: a fleeting, frantic gift. I felt like I could’ve sustained myself on Nate alone, never mind the pasta and the burgers. His mouth and the inner curves of his elbows and the warm skin of his belly pressed to mine. The weight of him. He was always a meal enough for me.

			And then he’d be gone again, kissing me on the front steps while Kenji honked at us from the road. When school or clinical hours prevented me from traveling with him, he’d send me a video of “Purple Girl” after every single show. “This one’s for Lou,” he’d always say. And, eventually, “You all know who this one’s for.” And, after that, only, “Sing along if you know the words.”

			I missed Nate when he left. Especially at the start. But the longer I lived in the house, the more I missed it, too, when I was away. If something prevented me from touring with him, it was always tinged with a bit of relief. I wouldn’t have to leave my home, my beautiful refuge in the mountains. I wouldn’t have to wake up without the stained glass above the kitchen sink casting my morning flickering rainbow; I wouldn’t have to fall asleep without the hush of aspen boughs caressing my bedroom window. Goldie and I never stayed in one place for long—growing up was a blur of rentals and motels and living rooms of my mother’s friends. But this house felt like it was mine, more than any place had ever been.

			When I whispered this to Nate, my lips at his ear in our quiet, mountain-ringed bedroom, he smiled sleepily in the dark. It’s all for you, Lou, he said. I believed him implicitly. Because I wanted to, because he’d never given me a reason to doubt him, because I’d loved him long before the rest of the world.

			Eventually, the house stopped meaning, to Nate, what it had always meant. Eventually, he had all the trappings of a life that anyone could want: rentals in Miami and Los Angeles and a transparent sapphire watch that cost more than my car. It was a mark of the change in us, that the things that had always meant something more—the house, Estes Park, me—were just things again.

			I’d intended to start working in the spring, after passing my National Counselor Examination and officially earning my license. But then there’d been the photo. That woman. And the fallout from all of it, leading like a trail of breadcrumbs to this night.

			Instead I spent early summer languishing, as Goldie put it. Reading books in my attic office and sitting in the garden with Joss and having weekend-long sleepovers with Mei, my best friend, when she could get away from Denver. I’d let Nate sweep me under the wave of his life. I’d done what Goldie always feared I’d do, what we grew up watching our mother do and be destroyed by: I let a man take care of me.

			I’m not sure I even recognized it as it was happening—not really. The sands shifting beneath me, putting me flat on my back in the surf. And even as it all changed around me, I never thought I’d lose it.

			I let myself believe—naively, foolishly—that this life was mine for the keeping.

		

	
		
			Four
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			“We’ll find a way for you to keep it.” Mei’s sitting in my kitchen, slicing a peach. I haven’t eaten since before the concert last night. “You have money saved, yes?”

			It’s Friday morning, a workday, but Mei showed up a little past nine. I’ll keep an eye on my email, she said, dismissive, when I balked at her skipping work for so depressing an occasion as my breakup.

			Now, she passes the cutting board over the table. She’s arranged the peach slices in a perfect fan, their spiky red centers radiating like small suns. It’s so pretty, my eyes fill with tears. Mei has her life so entirely together she even cuts fruit the right way.

			“Lou,” she says, and I look up at her. “It’s just a peach. You need to eat.”

			“I can’t,” I say, but I pick up a slice anyway. Nate texted me at seven to say I could keep the house. I know him well enough to know that those dark morning hours after the show were long enough for his guilt to fester—that by daybreak, he’d have been sufficiently ashamed about what he’d done to throw me a bone. But it wasn’t until I read his text—You’re right, you should keep the house. I’ll move out—that I remembered Nate was hardly the start of my problem. There’s no way I can afford to stay here on my own. “I’d rather drown in my stomach acid than face this.”

			“Stop that.” I’ve been peeling the fuzzy skin off my peach slice and Mei plucks the whole thing out of my hand, setting it back on the cutting board. “No one’s drowning in their stomach acid. Nate is a monster—we can’t do anything about that. But we can figure out this house thing.”

			Mei’s known Nate and me since sophomore year at CU; all three of us lived on the same hall and she was there when I met Nate, when he wrote “Purple Girl,” when we moved to Estes Park and started this life. She’s not only my favorite person, but Goldie’s, too. The person Goldie wishes I was: Mei’s had a full-time job since the day after we graduated, coordinating marketing campaigns at an agency downtown. Her LinkedIn has the word manager on it. She has a LinkedIn.

			I haven’t told Goldie about the breakup yet because I can imagine exactly what she’ll say: If you’d figured out a job by now, you’d be able to support yourself. Now what, Lou? Now what, Lou, indeed.

			“The rent is ridiculous,” I tell Mei, licking peach juice off my fingertips and feeling my stomach turn. I look around my beautiful, familiar kitchen: its farmhouse sink below the stained-glass window overlooking the garden; its wide, antique floorboards; the cream-colored Smeg fridge that looks like something out of a vintage fever dream. The smell of it, like a library: aged wood and filtered sunlight. “We only live here because Nate has stupid money. You know this, Mei. I’m not even employed.”

			“That can change,” she says. She chopped all her hair off at the start of the summer and it’s this lovely, blunt bob—exactly to her jawbone and shiny as sun on water. My hair’s an unbrushed mess. “Right?”

			“Not soon enough.” I look at Mei and cough up the lie. “I haven’t even booked my licensing exam.”

			“Okay,” she says evenly. “How long will that take?”

			What she doesn’t know—what no one knows but Nate—is that I failed the exam the first time around, back in April. That it’s only offered at certain times of year, and that I have to wait until the fall to retake it. My fear of failing all over again has stopped me cold every time I’ve gone to schedule a date, but I’ll have to. Soon, I’ll have to.

			I bite my lip. Through the screen door, I see Joss cross the backyard. “A couple months, minimum?”

			Mei follows my gaze, tracking Joss’s movement through the garden. She ducks below the sight line of the back porch, and Mei looks back at me. “And how long can you float the rent here on your own?”

			My eyes glaze with tears, turning Mei to watercolor. I can’t believe the mess I’ve allowed myself to make of my life. “A month, if I spend most of my savings. And rent is due Monday.”

			If Goldie was here, she’d tell me to move. It’s the logical choice: I can’t afford to stay in this house. But Mei, my angel on earth, my very best friend in the entire world, just reaches for my hand across the table. “I know what this place means to you,” she says. “If you need to stay, pay the rent Monday and then we have a whole month to figure out the next move.”

			The truth is, this house is the first place that’s ever been mine. It took me years to realize that the nomadic lifestyle I grew up with wasn’t typical—that my friends from school didn’t have their pack-it-up routine down to a science; that they couldn’t fit their entire lives into a single, broken-zippered suitcase. Aside from an eighteen-month stint with one of my mother’s longer-lasting boyfriends, we never stayed anywhere for more than a few months.

			It wasn’t until I left for college that I called one address home for longer than it took for me to memorize it. And even then, I had a different dorm—a different apartment—every school year. This house is the only place where I’ve ever let myself exhale, let my guard down enough to actually think of somewhere as a place I belong. To get rid of the suitcase.

			The thought of losing the house—its rooms shimmering with light cut by dancing aspen leaves, its familiar sounds, every inch of it curated to be my own idea of home—feels like vertigo. Like the world won’t be right side up if I don’t live here anymore.

			“Mei,” I say now. “I love you, but the only move that could keep me here is winning the lottery.”

			“What if I move in? And we split it?”

			“Stop.” I sniff inelegantly and shove a peach slice into my mouth. “You’re too pure for this world.”

			“I’m serious.” She waves one arm around the kitchen. So much of my life, of my friendship with her, has happened in this room—leaned toward each other over opposite ends of the granite island, sipping wine as we wait for water to boil; Scotch-taping string lights to the tops of the green cabinets at Christmastime; slicing peaches as my world falls out from beneath me. “This place is amazing. Obviously I would love to live here.”

			I shake my head. “We’re over an hour from your office and Andy.”

			“Andy loves the mountains,” Mei says. She points through the screen door, where Longs Peak is emerging from behind a cloud. “They’ll visit all the time.”

			“No.” Mei met Andy at a bar last spring, and they’ve been inseparable ever since. The healthiest relationship I’ve ever seen her in, and not one I’m going to let her sabotage just because mine has shredded itself like food scraps through a garbage disposal. Besides…“I can’t even afford half the rent here, so it’s moot.”

			“Morning.” The screen door thwacks open, mewling on its hinges, and Joss pokes her head into the kitchen. Joss looks like an Icelandic milk maiden: white-blond, blue-eyed, with sinewy arms from lifting heavy planters and bundles of tree roots all year long. She frowns at the door. “God, it’s still making that noise? Can’t you get Henry to fix it?”

			Henry—a name I barely recognize; the landlord I’ve never met. Asking Henry to silence the screen door would’ve fallen firmly into Nate territory.

			“I like it,” I tell her, my voice thick. The sound of the door and all of the house’s sounds are strung together like a soundtrack to my life. It’s reassuring to open the door, and step onto the porch, and hear the same squeaked greeting every time.

			I swipe roughly at my cheeks, and Joss realizes that something’s wrong. I clear my throat and sit up straighter, but it’s too late.

			“I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I’m interrupting.”

			“No, no.” I flap my hands uselessly. “We’re just, um—we’re just—”

			“Lou and Nate broke up.”

			I look at Mei. It’s not that I wouldn’t have told Joss—we’re friends, in all the ways that matter. But hearing her say it out loud makes it feel real all over again, not to mention makes it seem like Nate’s the reason I’m crying over stone fruit, when in reality it’s the thought of my entire life crumbling apart.

			“Oh, Lou,” Joss says. Her eyebrows draw together, mouth turning down at the corners. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

			“We hate him now,” Mei says, turning to Joss. She has a peach slice in one hand. “Just to be clear.”

			Joss puts a hand over her heart. “I’ve always been Team Lou.” She nods her head at the empty seat across the table from Mei and me. “Can I sit?”

			“Of course,” I say, kicking out the chair with my foot. She steps inside and the door whines shut behind her. “Have some peach.”

			“Don’t pawn it off on Joss,” Mei says. She glances at Joss as she sits down. “Lou’s not eating.”

			“I’m eating.” I pick up another slice for emphasis. “But the thought of losing this house does not whet my appetite.”

			“Don’t tell me you’re moving out,” Joss says, pulling off her gardening gloves. “Is Nate staying? He’s never even here.”

			“No,” Mei says emphatically. “Nate’s moving out, and Lou’s staying, and we’re going to figure it out.”

			“Maybe,” I groan, slumping into the chair until my socked foot collides with Joss’s under the table. “Sorry. I just don’t see how I can stay.”

			“Because rent?” Joss asks. She takes a bite of peach and swipes juice from her lips with the back of one wrist.

			“Because rent,” I confirm. “The landlord makes a killing on this place, and I do not have one single killing to my name.”

			“I offered to move in,” Mei tells Joss. “But she won’t—”

			“Splitting it isn’t enough,” I say. “Joss, you’d have to move in, too.”

			She gives a breathless grunt of a laugh and wipes her fingers on the thighs of her work pants. “I can’t do that.”

			“Well, Mei can’t, either,” I say. When she opens her mouth to protest, I lift a hand. “You have a whole life in Denver, Mei. A partner waiting for you.”

			“You’re my partner,” Mei says, dropping her head onto my shoulder and nuzzling into me.

			“You have a nonplatonic partner waiting for you.”

			“What if you sell a kidney?” Mei suggests, reaching for another peach slice. “Is that a thing you can do for money, or only as a Good Samaritan kind of gesture?”

			“I know you can sell plasma,” Joss offers. “There’s a place off Highway 7—you wouldn’t even have to go very far.”

			“Great,” I say, but the smallest gurgle of a laugh rumbles through the word. “I’ll just vampire myself into affording rent.”

			“Good.” Joss smiles at me, a little sad, over the table. “I can’t really imagine this house without you anymore.”

			“Was the previous tenant horrible?” Mei asks, sitting back up. “Some old-money snob with disgusting taste in landscaping?”

			Joss laughs. “Something like that.”

			This place was pristine when Nate and I moved in—if a little lifeless. The house was more than seventy years old but immaculately renovated: a surprise to Nate, who remembered it as colossal but disheveled. The kitchen had been gutted and remodeled with brass fixtures and soft-close drawers; each bathroom had a new shower, sleek tile, a wide vanity mirror with warm lighting. The wood floors refracted the high Colorado sun, freshly lacquered.

			There were no traces of them, whoever had lived here before us. Just a gorgeous canvas of a home, whispering for me to fill it with color.

			“Well,” I say on a sigh. “Hopefully the next tenant’s even cooler than me.”

			“The next tenant’s going to be you,” Mei says, reaching over to smack my hand. “Without No-Spine Nate to hold you down.”

			My throat tightens, and I nod. Reach for another peach slice so I don’t have to meet anyone’s eyes as my own fill back up with tears.

			“If you need help getting rid of Nate’s things,” Joss says gently, “I’m around, okay?”

			“Oh, god.” My head drops directly onto the table. “I hadn’t even thought about his things. Six bedrooms’ worth of things.”

			We’d filled this house like mice, nesting. Every side table was cluttered with my thrift store treasures, every picture rail hung with paintings and photographs and cross-stitched landscapes, still in their hoops. Nearly all of it was mine—but Nate was everywhere, too. Stacks of his records in the front bedroom; his clothes in the closets, smelling of smoke and sage and his skin. A tube of Carmex lip balm dropped into a drawer in every single room of the house.

			Mei makes a soothing sound, and I feel her hand land on my shoulder. I breathe, my eyes pressed shut. And as my words hang between us—six bedrooms’ worth of things—I feel them start to blur. Going fuzzy at the edges, blooming, shifting into something else entirely. Six bedrooms.

			Four upstairs bathrooms.

			A circular driveway with plenty of parking.

			A massive kitchen with seating for ten.

			A way, maybe, for me to stay—without having to sell my kidney.

			Mei can’t live here, but other people could. The kind of people with money to spend and calligraphy art on their walls—the kind that says, The mountains are calling and I must go.

			I sit up and look between Mei and Joss through blurry eyes. “I think I have an idea.”
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			Nate always dealt with the rent; it’s humiliating to admit that I don’t even know our landlord’s last name. I don’t know if Nate paid online or by check. When I text him late Saturday morning, I need the landlord’s contact info, he just replies with a name—Henry Rhodes—followed by an address and phone number.

			When I call the number, I’m expecting the grumbly voice of an old, harried man. No one young is named Henry, for starters. And what young person could afford to own this house? But it’s a woman’s voice, clipped and professional.

			“Good afternoon, this is Rita speaking. How can I help you?”

			“Rita, hi.” I turn on my heel in the living room, plastering a smile on my face as if she could see me. “I’m looking for Henry.”

			“Yes, you’ve reached his office. How can I help you?”

			“Um.” I squint out the window, where sun cuts through the boughs of a juniper tree in the side yard. “I’m his tenant out on Cedarcliff? The stone house with the porch? I was hoping to discuss something with him in, um, in person?”

			There’s a brief pause. “Dr. Rhodes had a cancellation for four o’clock today. Otherwise, we’re closed Sundays and Mondays and I’m booking appointments two weeks out. The earliest I have available is September thirteenth.”

			Dr. Rhodes? I glance at the coffee table, where all my frenetic research is scribbled out on scrap paper. Mei slept over in spite of my protests—Andy’s at dinner with college friends! I don’t want to listen to them reminisce about Habitat for Humanity anyway! Shut up right now!—and we spent most of the night researching vacation rentals. What the other options are in Estes Park, what kinds of rules I’d need to follow, what I could charge for a place like this. She left a couple hours ago but it’s only noon; I can get this jumble of information presentable in four hours.

			“I’m…not sure I need an appointment,” I say to Rita. “I just need to discuss a matter about the house? But I can do today at four, too.”

			“Great,” Rita says. I hear her tapping at a keyboard. “What was your name?”

			“Louisa Walsh,” I say. “But he might only recognize my boyfriend’s name, Nate Payne. He usually deals with the rent.”

			The word boyfriend seeps through me like vinegar, burning all the way down. Rita is unfazed.

			“Thanks, Louisa. We’ll see you at four.”

			The phone clicks off. I catch my reflection in the mirror above the fireplace: pale cheeks, rat’s nest hair, enormous *NSYNC T-shirt with a hole in one shoulder that I haven’t peeled off my miserable body in forty-eight hours.

			I point one finger at my face. Meet my own, red-rimmed eyes in the glass. “Get your shit together.”

		

	
		
			Five
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			When I park at the address from Nate’s text—a business park on the other side of the lake—there’s a Bernese mountain dog blocking the front door. It’s got to be at least a hundred and twenty pounds, with more hair than an entire sorority pledge class. There’s a felted pink lily tied to its collar—giant, floppy petals and spindly orange stamen.

			The dog’s owner shuffles out after it, shouting a thank-you through the door behind her. She promptly loses her rein on the dog, who bounds toward me with all the limb control of a puppy. I shriek when it gets to me—not because I don’t like dogs, but because I’m wearing my one good blazer—and it barks heartily in response, like we’re playing.

			“Stop it!” I say, hopping backward in my heels. The sun is high and hot; I can feel myself starting to sweat as the dog hops right after me, salivating profusely.

			“I’m so sorry!” The woman scrambles after the leash, finally pulling her dog away from me. There’s a glistening ribbon of slobber on my pencil skirt. “Mabel is so friendly, but so enthusiastic.”

			“It’s okay,” I say. Mabel looks up at me balefully. “I love dogs, I just—” I gesture at my outfit. “I’m not dressed to play.”

			“Of course,” she says. She’s in running shorts and sneakers, a faded Estes Park Turkey Trot T-shirt. They did it at Lake Estes last year—a fogged-breath, early winter morning that Nate and I spent with coffee in bed while half the town pounded the cracked pavement around the lake. “I’m sorry. She gets so excited when she sees Dr. Rhodes.”

			I stare at her for a second, then at the door. Henry Rhodes, DVM is right there on the glass in crisp vinyl letters. He’s a vet? I’m in a matching skirt and blazer, carrying a briefcase. I brought printouts. Shit.

			“Bye, Mabel.” I pat her wide head and hustle into the building, where a woman in braids—Rita, I presume—sits behind a desk in the small waiting room. There are heartworm prevention posters on the walls.

			“Hi,” I say, approaching the desk with a confidence I don’t feel. “I’m—”

			“Louisa.” Rita taps at something on her computer and gives me a perfunctory smile. “I’ll take you back.”

			I swallow. I feel like she’s walking me to detention as she motions me into an exam room. There’s a vet school diploma framed on the wall, along with a pastel portrait of an incredibly disgruntled-looking cat. It smells like Clorox wipes.

			“He’ll be right in,” Rita says before shutting the door. I sit in the plastic chair with my briefcase in my lap, unsure what to do with myself. Should I get the printouts? I open the clasp on my bag and pull out the stack of papers inside: local comps, recipes, even a mock listing I wrote at one in the morning. When I spread them on the exam table and step back they look absolutely ridiculous, and I’m in the middle of shoving them back into my bag when the door creaks open.

			“Louisa,” Henry says. His voice is soft and husky: the exact voice you’d want soothing your dog when they’re afraid. “How can I help you?”

			I feel my lips part. Henry fills the room like overhead light: nowhere, then everywhere at once. He can’t be older than thirty-five, dark hair just silvering at his temples. A white coat hangs crisply from the cut of his broad shoulders, his name stitched over the heart. There’s the ghost of a beard along his jaw and faint circles under his blue eyes.

			“You—” I don’t know where my sentence is going, and it comes out as, “—know who I am?”

			He blinks at me. “You live in my house—of course I know who you are.”

			I think what I meant was, You recognize me? Because there’s no way this man and I have ever laid eyes on each other. I’d remember.

			“Is there a problem with the house?”

			“No,” I say. “I just wanted to—” I root around in my briefcase and pull out a check, the bulk of my savings, and thrust it at him over the exam table.

			He takes it, glancing at my scribbled handwriting before looking back up at me. “You didn’t need to come in for this. Nate usually just mails it.”

			I take a deep breath. “It’s not only that. I have a—proposal for you.”

			One dark eyebrow lifts. “A proposal.”

			I nod, and Henry stares at me for another beat before setting the check on the exam table. He adjusts his slacks and sits on the stool waiting behind him. Laces his fingers together between his thighs. “All right.”

			I clear my throat and slide one piece of paper across the table at him: a photo of the house with Majestic Mountain Getaway splashed over it in the most elegant word art I could find on short notice. A couple strands of dog hair have floated across it, and I wipe them hastily away.

			“Imagine,” I say, and Henry’s eyes flick up from the photo to meet mine. “Your beautiful home, the short-term rental destination of Estes Park, Colorado.”

			Henry doesn’t look keen on imagining. When he tips back on the stool, his lips press into a line.

			I slide another paper toward him. “Five individual guest bedrooms, beautifully appointed.” And another. “Homemade breakfast. Curated recommendations from a local. Meticulous maid service.”

			“Who’s the meticulous maid?”

			“Me,” I say, and now both of Henry’s eyebrows rise. They’re good eyebrows: dark and severe. “And I’d cook breakfast, too. And manage everything, every detail, and pass all of the profit along to you. With five rooms, we could easily bring in double what you’re currently asking in rent.”

			He studies me. At some point while I was speaking, he crossed his arms over his chest. “And Nate?”

			I raise my chin. “Nate’s not in the picture anymore.”

			Henry’s face doesn’t change. His eyes only cut back and forth across mine, like he’s weighing this—or deciding what it means. I think he’ll probably do the polite thing and tell me he’s sorry to hear it, but instead he says, “Is he transferring the lease to you, then? We’ll need to sort it out in writing.”

			I can feel it start to unfurl in me: fear. It seeps up from the floor of my belly, and I press one hand to my blouse, as if I could trap it there. Henry tracks the movement before looking back up at me.

			“That’s the thing,” I say. “I want to run the house as a bed-and-breakfast instead of taking over the lease.”

			“What’s in that for you?”

			I swallow. It does nothing to push down the rising tide—the feeling that I’m drowning in myself. He’s going to say no; I can already tell. And I’ll be out of a home, out of a relationship, out of a future. “You’d let me live there for free.”

			There’s a long silence. Henry’s arms are still crossed. He says finally, “Ah.”

			“I know it’s a lot to ask,” I say, and a muscle tics in his jaw. “But I do think it makes sense, financially. For you.”

			“And you.” Something about his gaze feels punitive, like he’s caught me in a lie. My eyes start to burn, and I will myself to keep it together. I think of Goldie, who’s always been irritated by my propensity for tears, the way it makes people take you less seriously. There’s no space for my heartbreak in this room.

			But then Henry says, “I’m sorry, but no,” and immediately goes blurry in front of me. “You can’t run a vacation rental without the right permits, and I’m not interested in strangers cycling through my home, and—” He breaks off, and I wipe quickly at my face. “Are you all right?”

			“Yeah,” I say thickly. “Sorry, I must be allergic to—cats, or something.” When I gesture at the portrait on his wall, he doesn’t look away from me.

			“I can easily transfer the lease from Nate to you,” Henry says. His voice is even, but when I look back at him his face has gone the slightest bit pink—right along the ridges of his cheekbones. “There’s no need to go to all this trouble.”

			I think of Mei, when I called her before driving over here, the pep talk she gave me as I stood in front of the mirror. You go in there like the badass, empathetic, beautiful businesswoman that you are and make him see the genius of your plan. I draw a long, slow breath and blink my eyes clear.

			“I can’t afford it,” I tell Henry. He holds my gaze. “Without Nate. I’m looking for work as a therapist, and even then, I won’t be able to afford it.” Henry rolls his stool sideways to open a cupboard above the sink. I’m humiliated when he pulls out a spool of paper towels and extends it toward me. “I love your house,” I tell him, taking the towels. I rip one off and dab it under my eyes, hoping my mascara hasn’t turned me into a rabid raccoon. “It’s my home. And I really, really don’t want to leave it.”

			Henry watches me as I carefully fold the towel and drop it into a small metal trash can. When he still hasn’t said anything, I find myself carrying on just to fill the silence. “It’s the first place that’s ever felt like home to me. The attic office, and the garden, and the window in the upstairs bedroom that overlooks the street—where sometimes I can see Custard the St. Bernard in Bill and Martina’s yard.” Henry’s face is all sharp lines: the cut of his mouth, the rigid set of his eyebrows. But I see the quickest flicker of something—sympathy, or surprise. Something soft in his eyes, there and then gone. I cling to it like a buoy. “It’s my favorite place in the world. And if I could share it with other people, instead of having to leave it, I mean—” I hesitate, drawing a steadying breath. “I’ll take such good care of it. I promise.”

			Henry’s quiet for a long, slow minute. His eyes are shocking, white-ringed blue, like lake ice in the sun.

			“I have a friend in city hall,” he says finally. He seems surprised at the sound of his own voice, and when he shifts on the stool he looks distinctly off-kilter, like he’s baffled by himself. “Who might be able to help with the permits.”

			I grin, such an intense slice of a smile that it makes my cheeks ache straightaway. “Thank you,” I say, a rush of words that propels me toward him across the exam table. When my hand lands on his forearm, squeezing, I feel the muscle jump under his sleeve. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” His eyes flick up to mine, startled, and I let go. “Seriously. Thank you.”

			“Let’s try it for six months,” Henry says, something stilted about his speech—like he can’t quite believe he’s agreeing to this. He clears his throat and sits up straighter on the stool. “Until March? And if it’s not working, that’s it.”

			“That’s it,” I echo, nearly breathless. “Thank you.”

			Henry slides my rent check back across the exam table toward me, angling it through the maze of my printouts. “We’ll let September be month one.”

			It’s a gift I don’t deserve. When I meet Henry’s eyes his jaw is tensed, his eyebrows knit together, his face still flushed. He looks like I’ve confused him so entirely, like maybe he needs to lie down. I have the indecent urge to tip forward and smooth my thumb between his eyebrows, erase the worry from his face. It’s okay. Instead, I lift the check and press it to my chest like something precious.

			“Thank you,” I say quietly. “You can trust me.”

			Henry swallows. His voice comes as quietly as my own. “I hope so.”
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“Lush, romantic, and devastatingly tender.”
_ —New York Times bestselling author B.K. BORISON
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