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      I booked the nice tent so we couldn't pretend this was about the mattress.

      That was my whole theory driving up to the Catskills on a Thursday afternoon with Daniel quiet in the passenger seat and his hand not on my thigh. If I paid for the luxury version — the big canvas housey tent on a real wood platform with a real king bed and string lights and a bathroom that didn't make you wish you were dead — then whatever was wrong between us would have nowhere to hide. It wouldn't be the lumpy air mattress. It wouldn't be the bugs. It would just be us.

      Daniel had been dull and distant for weeks. That sounds meaner than I mean it, but I don't know another way to say it. Not cruel. Not fighting. Just gone. He answered in short sentences. He scrolled his phone an inch from his face on the couch. He came to bed late and fell asleep fast with his back to me, and when I tried to start something twice he kissed my forehead like I was his sister and said he was tired. A man who used to bite my neck when I bent over the dishwasher was suddenly very interested in sleep.

      I had the speech half-written in my head the whole drive. Not a breakup speech, exactly. More like a last-try speech. I loved him. I didn't like this version of us. If this staycation felt like roommates with better trees, I was going to go home and start figuring out how to leave.

      Cedar Hollow Glamp didn't look like camping. It looked like a wedding venue that had decided to be chill about it. Gravel loop, little solar path lights, cedar tubs, canvas tents the size of studio apartments with porches and Adirondack chairs. Our tent was number six, at the end, with actual privacy. The girl at check-in gave us a tote with firewood vouchers and a map and said the quiet hours were ten and the showers had good pressure like she knew what we were really asking.

      The tent was ridiculous. I mean that as a compliment. Canvas walls pulled tight over a frame, peaked roof, wood floor that didn't bounce, a king bed with white bedding and about nine pillows, a little dresser, a rug, a floor lamp, an outlet strip. String lights ran along the ridge pole. There was a separate canvas-walled bathroom bump-out with a flush toilet and a shower with river-rock tile. A mini fridge hummed by the door. Someone had left a s'mores kit with a handwritten tag.

      "Okay," I said, dropping my duffel. "This is stupid nice."

      Daniel put his bag down and looked around like he was checking for hazards. "Bed's big," he said.

      That was it. Bed's big. I laughed because what else was I going to do, and I told myself to give him an hour. Maybe he was just carsick. Maybe work had wrung him out. He worked maintenance at a research facility outside Albany — HVAC, pumps, pressure systems, the unsexy stuff that keeps fancy science from flooding — and he'd had some incident a couple months back he'd been weirdly vague about. Paperwork, he'd said. Medical clearance. Light duty. He'd come home with a bandage on his forearm and a look that said don't ask, so I hadn't pushed, and then he'd just never unclenched.

      We unpacked. I hung my little dop kit in the bathroom. I had thrown in the good lube and a towel without really admitting why, the way you pack a cute bra for a trip you're telling yourself is just for hiking. I changed into jeans and a sweater. He changed into the same gray Henley he wore for everything now. Handsome, still. Dark hair a little long, stubble, forearms I used to stare at. He just didn't look at me the way he used to, like I was a problem he wanted to solve with his mouth.

      We did the campfire thing. Cedar Hollow sold these perfect little fire kits and we sat in the Adirondacks with burgers from the camp store and I tried. I really did. I told him about my coworker Bethany's terrible date. I told him the tent had better lighting than our apartment. He nodded and poked the fire and said yeah and nice and asked if I wanted another burger in a tone you'd use on a cousin.

      By eight thirty the sun was going down through the pines and the string lights in all the tents were coming on and I felt something in my chest go flat. This was the test and we were failing it. He wasn't mean. He was just not there. I watched him stare at the fire and I thought, I'm going to say it tonight. In the tent. No fire to poke, no burger to offer. Just say it.

      We did s'mores because the tag told us to. He burned his and ate it anyway. I got marshmallow on my thumb and he didn't even make the joke he would have made six months ago. Old Daniel would have sucked it off my thumb and turned it into a whole thing. New Daniel said, "You got a little —" and waved at my mouth.

      "Yeah," I said. "Got it."

      I licked it off myself and it tasted like sugar and smoke and rejection. That sounds dramatic but three weeks of no sex will do that to a girl. Beth had told me on the phone Tuesday, "Babe, either he’s cheating, depressed, or dead inside, and only one of those you can fuck back to life." I’d laughed and said he wasn’t cheating — Daniel couldn’t lie about takeout, let alone an affair — but depressed felt too simple. He wasn’t sad exactly. He was careful. Like every touch had to be calculated first. He’d started wearing long sleeves even when the apartment was warm. He’d stopped walking around naked after showers. Little hidings I’d pretended not to notice because I didn’t want to be the girlfriend who interrogated a man for wearing sleeves.

      At the fire he kept his hands in his pockets. I watched the light move on his face and tried to remember the last time he’d made me laugh so hard I snorted. Lake George last summer, probably. He’d gotten us lost and blamed the GPS in a robot voice for twenty minutes. Now he looked at the flames like they owed him money.

      I loved him enough that it scared me how practical my leaving thoughts had gotten. Not screaming fights. Spreadsheets. Who’d keep the couch. Whether my sister would help me move the bookshelf. Whether I’d miss his laugh more than I’d miss being touched. I hated myself for mathing him while he poked a fire two feet away.

      We went inside at nine forty. Quiet hours were ten. The tent glowed warm from the string lights and the bed looked huge and accusing. I brushed my teeth. He brushed his. We changed for bed with our backs half-turned like we'd been married for forty years and had stopped finding each other interesting. I wore a tank and sleep shorts. He wore a T-shirt and boxers. He plugged in his phone. I plugged in mine.

      I looked at him sitting on his side of that giant bed and I thought, if I don't say it now I'll just lie here and cry quietly and then drive home tomorrow pretending the trees were nice.

      "Can we talk?" I said.

      He looked up fast, like he'd been waiting for a different sentence. "Yeah. Of course."

      I sat cross-legged facing him. My heart was hammering. I hated this part. I hate the girlfriend speech voice, all shaky and careful, but I did it anyway.

      "I'm going to say this plain because I don't want to fight," I said. "You've been gone for weeks. Short answers. No touching. You fall asleep facing the wall. I feel like I'm dating a polite ghost. I booked this because I wanted one trip where it couldn't be stress or the apartment or anything else. And tonight at the fire it still felt like that. So I need to know what's going on, because I'm running out of ways to pretend it's fine. I'm not saying I'm leaving tomorrow. I'm saying I'm thinking about it if this is just how it is now."

      He didn't get defensive. That was the worst part. He just sat there with his hands on his knees and his face doing something I hadn't seen in weeks, which was actually feeling something. He looked scared.

      "Don't go," he said. "Please. Fuck. I don't want you to — Lauren, it's not that I don't want you."

      "Then what is it?" I said. "Because you act like I'm invisible. You don't touch me. You don't tease me. You don't even fight with me. Talk to me."

      He rubbed his face hard. He stood up, paced the three steps to the dresser and back because the tent wasn't big enough to actually pace in, even the luxury one. The string lights made shadows move on the canvas. Outside some other couple laughed by their fire and a log popped.

      "I had an accident at work," he said. "I told you it was nothing. It wasn't nothing."

      "The pressure tank," I said.

      "Yeah. The pressure tank." He sat back down on the edge of the bed, further away than before. "Adaptive polymer rig. Cephalopod project. The tank overpressured and a seal blew and I got coated in that shit before the washdown. It burned. They did the whole ER thing, decontam, bloodwork. I was cleared. But a couple weeks later —" He held up his right hand and stared at it like it might bite him. "Things started changing."

      I waited. Don't laugh, I told myself. Don't cry. Let him finish.

      "I can shift," he said flatly. "My limbs. My — my cock too. Into tentacles. Thick ones. I can do it on purpose now. At first it just happened when I slept or when I got worked up. Now I can control it if I concentrate. If I'm tired it slips."

      I couldn't look away. I did check the tent door to make sure we'd zipped it, which we had.

      "Daniel," I said carefully, "are you telling me you have a brain thing? Like a break? Because we can get help. That's okay."

      "No," he said. "I know how it sounds. I'm asking you not to look away. Please. Just let me show you the small part first."

      He held out his right hand palm-down over the white comforter. His hand was shaking. I watched because he asked me to and because his voice sounded raw in a way I hadn't heard since his dad's surgery.

      At first nothing happened. Then the edges of his fingers went smooth. That's the only way I can describe it. The knuckles softened, the nails sank back, the skin from his fingertips to his wrist flushed darker and slicked over, and his four fingers and thumb lengthened and fused and re-split into three thick tapered tentacles about as thick as my wrist, maybe a foot long, moving in the air like they were tasting it. They were deep reddish-purple on top, paler underneath, lined with small suckers that flexed. They curled around his own wrist and then reached toward me and stopped, hovering.

      My stomach dropped straight through the wood platform. I jerked back before I could stop myself. One of the tentacles flinched back too, like it felt it.

      "Sorry," he whispered. He started to pull his hand back, and the tentacles were already shrinking, going dull, trying to become fingers again. "Sorry. See? This is why I didn't — fuck, Lauren, I'm sorry. I'm fucking disgusting now."

      "Stop," I said. My voice came out sharper
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