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        GRETA

        MAY 2022

      

      

      “You’re gonna love him,” Josh says, popping the top off one Stella Artois before the other.

      I’m on the couch, a throw pillow serving as my lap desk, my MacBook Air balanced on top. “You don’t think it’s weird that he and I have never met? I mean, we’re gonna to be business partners, and we’ve only texted.”

      Carrying the beers from our tiny kitchen, Josh steps around the coffee table that’s dripping with the paper versions of all of our hopes and dreams: bank statements, loan application, property inspection reports, business plan, insurance policies, cabin blueprints.

      “You trust me, right?” He flops down beside me, and I whip my laptop out of the path of beer spray just in time.

      “Watch it!”

      “Sorry, babe.” He uses the elbow of his shirtsleeve to dab the splash of beer on the throw pillow in my lap. Then he hands me one of the bottles. “As I was saying, you trust me, right?”

      I wrap my hand around the sweating beer bottle and look my boyfriend in the eyes. “You know I do.”

      We’ve been through hell and back the last two and a half years, and I’m not sure I could have kept it together without Josh. Our first date was February 25, 2020. We’d spent all of ten hours together before the world shut down.

      And then for the next six months, he was my bubble. My whole world.

      He was there when I had to figure out how to teach seventh grade earth science online. When I decided to enroll in the master’s program for school counseling and ended up sitting at a computer for sixteen hours a day. He was there when my mom and dad called the pandemic a media hoax and dragged us for acting like sheep as we quarantined. He was there when Aunt Tilde—my wild, belly-laughing, mint-julep-drinking, flatulent-dog-loving, personal-style-guru, very favorite blood relative—caught COVID and was gone nine days later.

      As if thoughts of Aunt Tilde summon him, Russell, the gassy Corgi, chungles into the living room and with a great heave that truly defies gravity, leaps onto the couch, and wriggles until his big rump is pressed against my hip.

      “Well, Zach trusts me too.” Josh nods, his black hair falling into his pool-blue eyes. He rakes it back and gives me that saucy-boy grin of his. “And I trust him. It’s gonna be awesome. You’ll see.”

      He tilts the neck of his beer bottle in my direction. I want to believe him, and I want to clink bottles and put the gnawing in my gut to rest, but I can’t.

      “Yeah, but… You’re still not sleeping.”

      Josh rakes his free hand through his hair again, the motion agitated this time, and I don’t love that he looks away and shakes his head.

      “It’s fine, Greta,” he grumbles. “Once we have the loan locked down and we can actually get our hands on that property, I’ll be fine.”

      That to-hell-and-back part? That wasn’t just one-sided.

      Until four weeks ago Josh was an operations manager at the Amazon Distribution Center in Carencro. Pre-pandemic, he’d started out on the floor, working in fulfillment services. And then everything in the world had to be delivered.

      He got promoted, and three months later got promoted again. Each time, he took on more responsibility and more accountability. Put in longer hours. Took work home. Couldn’t put his phone on DND—even on days off. And that was before his direct reports started quitting in droves.

      Prescriptions for Prozac and Lunesta seemed like a good idea a year ago to help with the anxiety when five or six beers a night just couldn’t cut it. But he didn’t give up the five or six beers.

      One afternoon last December, I got home from school at four o’clock and found him crying in the shower. I stripped off my clothes and crawled in with him. I told him to quit. That we’d be fine.

      When he could finally speak—the guy was sobbing so hard he was hyperventilating—Josh said he couldn’t quit. He was only four months away from his five-year employment anniversary, and if he didn’t make it the full five years, he’d lose his stock options. So four more months of hell, and here we are. Liquidating stock that is literally made of his tears to help make this dream come true.

      His smile is crooked as he sways the bottle side to side. “Don’t leave me hangin’.”

      I roll my eyes and tap my beer to his. “To better days ahead.”

      It’s probably my imagination, but did he just wince before he took a sip?

      My boyfriend licks his lips and tips his chin toward my laptop. “Better log on. He said he’d be on at six.”

      “Right.”

      I click the Zoom icon in my dock and join the meeting.

      “Hey, man!”

      At first, all I see is a backlit silhouette. Josh presses in closer to me so we’re both in the shot.

      “I’d say it’s great to see you,” Josh says to the screen, “but you look like Emperor Palpatine. Turn a light on for fuck’s sake.”

      “What? Oh.” Chuckling, his friend Zach—or the dark blob moving on-screen—leans out of frame. There’s a click, and when he leans back, I frown.

      Because he looks nothing like the skinny, pimple-faced guy with the copper buzz cut from Josh’s Sigma Chi pictures.

      Except maybe the hair color.

      But the buzz cut is long gone. It may have been the last haircut the man ever had. The guy on-screen has a flame-colored mane that would make Mufasa jealous.

      Are you sure that’s him? I want to ask. Would it be rude to mute our mic and ask?

      Isn’t he supposed to be a lawyer?

      He doesn’t look like a lawyer.

      He looks like a …

      A surfer.

      I glance at Josh. The way my boyfriend’s hair falls into his eyes. The goatee that could have used a trim a week ago. I wouldn’t say he looks like a surfer, exactly, but he’s just as rough around the edges.

      I stare back into the camera and try to play catch up. “Hey Zach. I’m Greta. So nice to… uh… sort of meet you.”

      “Yeah… Hey,” Zach says, but he’s frowning now too. I shift my gaze to check out our little square on the monitor to see what he’s seeing.

      I don’t look like a surfer either.

      I look like, well, a teacher. A 27-year-old teacher, but a teacher nonetheless. My light brown curls are pinned up in a barrette. And I took out my contacts when I got home because grading final exams was getting to me, so I’m wearing my square-rimmed glasses. And, shit, I still have my faculty lanyard around my neck.

      I make a face and whip the thing off. Josh side-eyes me with an Are you okay? expression. I nod.

      “So, Zach, give it to me straight.” Josh launches in. “Did you pull the trigger?”

      A smile streaks across Zach’s face as he lifts a bottle of Guinness to the camera. “What do you think?”

      Josh raises his Stella. “Aww, hell, yeah! Man, aren’t you glad you took my advice to buy that condo?”

      Zach huffs a laugh. “Best investment I ever made.”

      “More where that came from,” Josh says, sounding happy and proud.

      I finally smile. I can feel Josh’s excitement, and it’s a welcome relief.

      “So, it’s all set? You’re selling the condo?” I ask, wanting to be sure. A lot of dominoes have to fall for this thing to really, really happen, and I don’t want to be living on hope if it’s false.

      Zach’s eyes tighten, but he’s still smiling. “Yep. We close Monday. I’m moving out this weekend, selling my Honda, shipping what I can’t live without to you guys, and hopping on a plane Wednesday morning.”

      Oh. That’s right. In less than a week, Zach will be moving in with us. Living in our little two-bedroom house until the three of us close on the property—or until the lease on our house runs out at the end of June.

      Whichever comes first.

      I shake off those thoughts. Now’s not the time to worry about living with a stranger. Or being homeless. We have too much to do.

      “Is the firm still trying to drag you back?” Josh asks, and there’s just enough worry in his voice to knot my stomach.

      Zach’s lip curls. “Yeah, they keep trying to sweeten the pot, but fuck ‘em.” He shakes his head. “I’m one of the lucky ones. Getting out before they suck every drop of blood from my veins. Thanks to you, J.”

      The couch cushions shift beneath me. I glance at Josh. He’s smiling, but his eyes are tight. Is Zach embarrassing him?

      “I told you, it’s Greta you need to thank. This whole concept is her baby.”

      Holy shit. Did Zach just wrinkle his nose?

      I blink and adjust my glasses. When I refocus, he’s grinning. Was I just seeing things? Did I imagine it? Maybe I’m just nervous. We have everything riding on this.

      “Well, I hope you guys are open to some creative input. I have ideas I’d like to share,” Zach is still smiling, but there’s an arrogance to it I’m not crazy about.

      I swallow and try to stay present. Everything is fine. We are a team. Of course, he can share his ideas. He’s putting up a third of the capital, after all. I go for a pleasant, patient smile.

      “Like what?”

      Now, he definitely does wrinkle his nose. “Well, first, the name. It’s…”

      Gritting my teeth now would not be a good thing, I tell myself. Uttering a growl at this juncture would not be a good thing. Telling my new business partner to go fuck himself would not be a good thing.

      Instead of doing all of the above, I squeeze Josh’s thigh. Hard.

      “Uhhh, Zach—” Josh grips my hand and pries it loose. “Camp Bliss is really more than just a name. It’s also—you know—sort of the mission.”

      Sort of? Sort of the mission?

      If I were a cat, my claws would be showing.

      On screen, Zach nods like he's considering, but the set of his mouth says this is only for appearances. “Right, right. It just strikes me as, well… kind of… woo-woo.”

      My spine stiffens.

      “You know, we’ve tested the name with focus groups.” I mean to sound breezy but knowledgeable. Still, it comes out defensive. “It was the clear favorite.”

      Zach’s auburn brows crimp together. “Focus groups? I don’t remember Josh saying anything about that.”

      A quick glance at my boyfriend’s wooden smile confirms he has no clue what I’m talking about.

      “Yes, focus groups,” I insist.

      Okay, so maybe they weren’t focus groups in the truest sense of the term. A straw poll on the coffee counter in the teachers’ lounge and a Wine Down Wednesday roundtable with my work besties Deandra, Courtney, and Virginia—plus a couple of pitchers of mango margaritas—reinforced for me that the name Camp Bliss was the way to go.

      The name of the retreat and recreation center has to be Camp Bliss. I refuse to budge on this.

      “It works for all of our services. Kids day camp, after school care, corporate retreats, family reunions, couples workshops, yoga retreats—”

      “Greta—” Zach is holding up his hand. This asshole is actually holding up his hand to shut me up instead of hearing me out. “I’m familiar with the services. My concern is that the name won’t resonate with two of our most important client groups: parents and business executives.”

      I scoff. “But you know that today’s parents are more concerned about their children’s mental health than ever b—”

      “Camp Bliss evokes images of patchouli and pot. Parents aren’t going to—”

      “Childhood anxiety in this country is equivalent to that of schizophrenic patients of the 1950s, and—”

      “And CFO’s aren’t going to greenlight expenses for a hippy-dippy office retrea—”

      “HR directors are looking for damn near anything to reduce work stress and retain employees.” The little picture on the screen shows that I’ve leaned in closer to the camera. “I mean, just look at the three of us?”

      “That’s a temporary phenomenon. We need a name that’s—”

      “Burnout made all of us walk away from our careers. Your firm is trying to get you to stay even though you put in your notice three weeks ago.” I see my own scowl on screen. Some part of my brain registers that it’s not my best look. “And did you just call our business concept hippy-dippy?”

      “Hey—Hey—” Josh’s hand lands on my shoulder, and he tugs me gently back from the camera before I can bite it. “Greta. Zach. Let’s—Let’s just take a minute here, okay?”

      Nope. This isn’t going well.

      One look at Josh’s profile says that he agrees. And guilt flushes my insides down the toilet. Worry lines—the ones that have grooved much deeper in the time I’ve known him—crease his forehead. He swallows, and I can tell by the way he’s breathing, he’s staving off a panic attack.

      I reach for his leg, this time palming it softly. Lovingly.

      “Sorry, babe. I got a little carried away there.” Then I turn to the camera. “Sorry, Zach.”

      But he’s already shaking his head. “No, I should be the one to apologize. I was being pushy.” His brows pinch, and I could be wrong, but I think I see real remorse. “I want you both to know I’m behind this project one hundred percent. I think we’re providing something people really need.” Zach glances down and mutters something that might be, I know I do.

      And the fight goes out of me. I just need to get to know him. That’s all. Once I know Zach better, I’ll trust him, and once I trust him, it’ll be easier not to get worked up over disagreements. And I’m not foolish. There will be disagreements.

      I’m nodding. “I don’t doubt that. Look, the name is important to me, but we can talk about ways to address your concerns. Maybe through marketing and signage?” I throw out, and he starts nodding too.

      Beside me Josh is still employing conscious breathing, and I can feel the panic easing from him. With shaking hands, he drains his beer.

      “Want another one?” he asks me.

      “I-I’ll get it.” I rise from the couch—and out of the camera’s focus—even though my beer is still half full. I need a minute. We all do.

      A long counter top is all that separates the kitchen from the living room, so when I hear Zach’s voice as I grab the fridge door, I freeze.

      “Can she still hear me?”

      Pause.

      I open the fridge and clink around, but, hey, I’m human. And I’m listening.

      “I don’t think so,” Josh says softly.

      But if you can’t hear seventh graders whispering answers to a plate tectonics quiz or gossiping about who got fingered over the weekend or accusing each other of farting, you have no business being in a middle school classroom.

      I have the hearing of a Rafinesque bat.

      “She’s intense.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “She reminds me of a Bitmoji throwing a tantrum.”

      Josh snorts a laugh, and my face would burn off if my head weren’t in the fridge.

      “Not cool, man.”

      I grab another Stella and set it on the counter with a thunk.

      “Made you laugh though.” A few seconds pass. “Looks like you haven’t done that in a while.”

      I make myself look at Josh. He’s squirming like someone with gallstones. I pop the top off his beer, hoping it’s his last for the night.

      “It’s been rough. It’ll get better,” he tells his old friend.

      Schooling a smile on my face, I tell myself that it will. It will get better. There’s too much riding on this. Josh’s stock options. Zach’s condo. Aunt Tilde’s Roth IRA. All we have that’s worth anything is going into Camp Bliss.

      Not to mention that our three letters of resignation might as well have been written in blood.

      Josh is going through some stuff. Zach might not be thrilled to work with me just yet. I’m having cold feet. All of this is perfectly normal, I reassure myself. Real-life responses to real-life challenges.

      It will get better.

      Because it has to.
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        TWO MONTHS LATER

      

      

      “Good God, it’s hot,” Josh groans beside me. “I swear, I’ve never been this hot before.”

      He’s telling the truth, but it’s not helping. We have a long day ahead of us, and griping about it isn’t going to make it any better.

      The punch list on getting this place ready for a spring grand opening is as long as the Charles River and twice is murky. We got our financing—at an interest rate that isn’t great but can’t exactly be considered fiscal rape—to cover the major renovation and construction expenses and keep us clothed and fed for the next eighteen months—but with the cost of materials going up every week, we’d be stupid not to tackle the projects we can handle ourselves instead of contracting those out.

      Which is why my best friend and I are putting up the fence. Sounds easy enough when you don’t know that it’s supposed to encompass four hundred acres of Louisiana prairie, forest, and river front. One side of the property edges the Vermilion River, so the ground is hilly where the water has changed course over millennia. And that’s where old-growth live oaks set down roots about three hundred years ago. The flat spots here around the big pond are easier to work with, but there’s no shade.

      And even with a rented gas-powered auger, erecting a fence is fucking hard.

      I promised myself I wouldn’t miss winters in Boston, but July in Louisiana? A barbecue on hell’s back porch couldn’t be hotter. How could I forget this mind-melting heat? I grew up here.

      Is it climate change? Is it my age?

      Both possibilities blow. I’m only 28.

      “Two more holes and we’ll be in that patch of shade.” I nod in the promising direction, a cluster of water oaks that hug the north property line. Josh follows my gaze, but his expression stays leaden.

      “Two more holes and I’ll be asking for one in my head.”

      The rumble of the Polaris Ranger has Josh turning around before I can catch the look on his face. He’s always been one for sardonic humor, but if this is a joke, it’s not funny.

      “I’d kill for a beer right now,” he mutters.

      I’d kill for a Gatorade. The cooler of water we brought out with us this morning is almost empty. But if Greta is delivering more hydration, I hope she doesn’t hang around. Josh will take the excuse to sit on his ass and talk to her, and if we press on, we could be finished with this side of the fence in a couple of hours.

      We don’t need to be out in this heat and not have something to show for it.

      The growl of the UTV rises, getting closer. Ignoring it, I lift the two-person auger and move us to the next stake. A glance over my shoulder has me swallowing a curse. Josh just stands there, watching her bounce over ruts and roots, aiming straight for us. With that fat Corgi perched on the seat beside her, Greta’s smiling wide like we’re out here for a picnic.

      She kills the Ranger’s engine and hops out wearing gray shorty shorts that fit her like shrink wrap, a turquoise tank top, and pink Tevas. Her hazelnut curls spill out of the back of her pink baseball cap, in a wild ponytail.

      Scowling, I set the auger down and yank the next marking stake out of the ground.

      Greta hefts the orange Gatorade cooler out of the Rhino rack and sets it at Josh’s feet. The dog doesn’t bother moving. He just pants on the seat, his tongue lolling out like he’s about to collapse.

      “How’s it going, guys?”

      Nobody in this heat could be that cheerful. Even the dog knows that. She has to be faking.

      I wonder what else she fakes.

      I give that thought a brutal shove and drag my dirt-dusted arm across my brow. “It’s going, but we need to keep at it to finish this part today.”

      Subtext? Thanks for the cooler. Now, go back to whatever you were doing so we can finish.

      She’s still smiling, but now I’m certain it’s fake.

      “Did you bring me some beer?” Josh asks, shading his eyes with his hands.

      Greta arches a brow at him. “I might have brought y’all a soft pack with a few beers in it, but you need to drink some Gatorade first.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes. The way she babies him is annoying AF. “Also, babe, you forgot your hat.” She turns back to the Polaris and anchors a knee on the seat, bending over to reach beyond the unmoving Corgi to snag the insulated pack and Josh’s hat.

      I drop my gaze to the dirt.

      “You should have a hat, too, Zach.”

      “I’m good,” I mutter. Definitely don’t want her babying me. Nope.

      But I shouldn’t have bothered responding. When I look back, she’s grinning up at Josh as she settles the wide-brim bucket hat onto his head. Greta bounces on her toes as she cinches up the little drawstring then places a kiss on this tip of his nose.

      This time I give in and roll my eyes with abandon.

      Knowing this might be a while, I pluck up the Gatorade cooler Greta delivered and start walking. Josh’s truck and trailer are three posts down. We only move it every six spots or so. I set the new cooler down next to the near-empty one and busy myself refilling the bottle I keep on my utility belt.

      When it’s full, I take a sip. The lemon-lime drink is so cold, my teeth ache. I chug the whole bottle and feel the icy flush all the way down. For the first time in hours, the sweat on my skin seems to cool me.

      I refill my bottle, cap it, and make my way back. Greta is still playing with the drawstring of Josh’s hat, one fingertip tracing the neck of his T-shirt, talking to him. Josh is sipping on a beer he just cracked open. Luckily, I can’t hear what they’re saying.

      I pick up the auger again and give Josh a pointed look.

      “How much longer are y’all going to be?”

      Josh snorts and throws a glance over his shoulder at the seemingly endless line of stakes.

      “Zach thinks we can finish this whole side today.”

      “We can.”

      Both Josh and Greta flinch at the bite in my tone, and now I feel like a jerk.

      Greta’s brows screw up. “Zach, you really should have a hat. Your face is all red.”

      “She’s right.”

      They’re both watching me, and if my face wasn’t red before, it is now. But that’s nothing new. It’s always red.

      “Nah, I’m fine.”

      Greta smirks. “You going for skin cancer or just more freckles?”

      The C-word makes me flinch. Josh must not have said anything to her, and I want to keep it that way.

      “Dude—” Josh breaks into a laugh. “She just owned you.”

      I glare at him. “Are we gonna get back to work?”

      Greta rolls her eyes and peels off her pink baseball cap. “Here.” She thrusts it at me. When I don’t take it, she steps into my space. Adrenals blare an alarm as though her touch is poisonous, and I fight the urge to push her away.

      But she’s right there, trying to shove the damn thing over my mop of hair. “Whoa. You have a big head.”

      Josh’s laughter stretches out like gum on the bottom of a shoe. He only stops to bring the beer back to his lips. Greta doesn’t bother stepping back as she gives up on forcing the hat onto my head and adjusts the strap on the back instead.

      She smells like sweat. And lilacs.

      I take an involuntary step back.

      “Hang on there, Big Red.” She doesn’t look up as she finishes loosening the hat. “I’m putting this on you if it kills us both.”

      But when she reaches up again, flashing me her armpits, her cleavage inches from my face, I step back and yank the hat from her.

      “I’ll do it myself.”

      I cram the hat onto my head, aware that my too-long curls stick out of the sides, making me look like a redheaded clown.

      Greta steps back, biting her lips to fight her smile. Josh doesn’t bother.

      “Awesome.” He chuckles.

      I tug the pink bill down, my face scalding. “Happy now? I’m wearing the fucking hat. Can we get back to work?”

      Greta’s eyes lower to slits and her upper lip curls. “Just trying to help. Jeez.”

      Josh mean-mugs me like I’m the asshole.

      Okay, maybe I am the asshole.

      I turn my back to them and pretend to check the auger’s gas gauge. Then I position the giant bit on top of the spot we’ve carefully marked. If I didn’t think it’d tear my leg off, I’d start the thing myself and drill the damn hole, but this sucker is made for two, and I need Josh to help me balance it.

      Not that we couldn’t have rented a smaller one. One I could’ve handled myself. And then I wouldn’t have to listen to my best friend gripe about how hot it is or how many times he’s stepped in deer pellets.

      Or watch him grab his girlfriend’s ass while he kisses her.

      I clear my throat loudly, and they leap apart.

      “Right—” She giggles and runs a hand down her springy ponytail, which is coming undone since she gave me her hat, freeing two honey-colored ringlets around her face. “I’ll let y’all get back to it. I’m still sanding the window frames in the lodge. Maybe tomorrow I can start priming.”

      This place used to be a private hunting camp. The “lodge” is our affectionate name for the biggest building on the property. Basically, it’s one giant room with a kitchen  and laundry closet on one end and a fireplace on the other.

      It also has the only working toilet in this whole place.

      Oh, sure, my “cabin” has a bathroom. So does theirs. Sink, shower, and toilet. The sinks work. The showers work. The toilets were installed but never connected to the septic system. How nobody caught that before we closed on the property is a mystery to me.

      Apparently, the old guy who owned this place and built all of this back in the eighties only ever stayed in the lodge—and lived there full-time in the last ten years of his life. He put his buddies up in the cabins when they came to hunt and fish with him.

      They must not have complained. Maybe they were okay shitting in the woods.

      I’m not.

      And sharing a bathroom with Josh and Greta has already led to some pretty awkward moments.

      Like a couple of weeks ago when I woke up after midnight with the need for some indoor plumbing. I slipped on my sandals and a headlamp and walked through the grass and crickets and spider webs and all the other shit you can’t see but can feel in the night to get to the lodge.

      The bathroom light was on behind the shut door, but it’s always on.

      Did I mention that the door didn’t lock?

      I say didn’t, because after I walked in on Greta changing her tampon in the middle of the night, Josh installed a lock the very next morning.

      But she and I couldn’t look each other in the face for like two whole days.

      And even though it only lasted a split second, I couldn’t shake it. That image of her sitting on the john, a look of horror on her face. Panties and pajama shorts bunched around her ankles. Blood—a scary amount of blood—soaking her underwear. Her shorts. A stray smear on the inside of her thigh.

      Blood on the tips of her fingers.

      I slammed the door, stammering my apology. Multiple apologies.

      And I’d made two swift strides toward the lodge door when I’d stopped in my tracks.

      Frowning at the thought of all that blood.

      I had stood there, debating, for like thirty seconds, and then went back to the door.

      “Greta? Are you okay?”

      Silence.

      “I’m fine, Zach.” Her voice was just a squeak.

      I grew up with sisters. Lived with Parker for two years. I’d seen bloody pads wadded up in the bathroom trash. Stained panties in the laundry hamper.

      But nothing like the crime scene I’d just witnessed.

      “Should I get Josh?” I’d called again.

      “I’m fine, Zach. Please. Just. Go. Away.”

      I don’t think Greta liked me too much to begin with. That night sure as hell didn’t help.

      “Tacos sound good for tonight?” she asks, jerking me from my memory of that awkward, nightmare encounter.

      I glance at her, but she’s really directing the question to Josh. He’s already opening his second beer and he shrugs. “Sure.”

      We all share the cooking duties. And we eat dinner together most nights. In the lodge. Not because they can’t get enough of my company.

      I left a sandwich plate with crumbs and a watermelon rind on the desk in my cabin once right after we moved in. The thing was covered with ants the next morning.

      Suffice it to say, we only eat in the lodge now.

      And maybe that’s getting old. Maybe they could use a night without a third wheel.

      “Count me out,” I say, making a snap decision. “I think I’ll go into town tonight.”

      But instead of looking relieved or grateful like I thought she would, Greta looks offended.

      What else is new?
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        GRETA

      

      

      “What if we just skipped town with the money instead?” Josh asks. He’s leaning back on our old couch, his feet propped on the coffee table.

      Our living room furniture looks even more tattered and tired here in the lodge than it did in our rental house. Not that the lodge is in such great shape. It’s definitely not. But it’s so huge. And there’s so many windows. I guess it’s easier to notice how much worse for wear our stuff is.

      The sink in the kitchen’s island faces the great room, so this is what I’m thinking as I wash the big stainless skillet—how this place needs new furniture. I’m not seriously contemplating Josh’s criminal question. He’s just blowing off steam like he does every day. Nursing his beer and complaining.

      He just complains a lot more when Zach isn’t around.

      “I bet we could get a really nice place somewhere, like, in Belize or Ecuador.” I glance up to see the spark of mischief in his eye. “With some smart investments, we could make that $850,000 last a real long time, baby.”

      It’s the spark in his eye that coaxes a giggle out of me. I haven’t seen that look in a while. Because I’ve missed it, I play along as I rinse suds off the skillet.

      “All three of us? Or just you and me?”

      His look heats. “I don’t usually share, but if you are into that—”

      “Ugh!” I lob the soapy sponge, but it misses him by a good five feet. “You’re disgusting.”

      That thought? Just—No.

      I shudder. And thank God Zach is not around to hear this little joke. I’d die.

      Josh gets to his feet, laughing, and plucks the sponge off the cement floor.

      “Just for that, you can finish the dishes.” I step back from the sink to make room for him.

      Josh eyes the basin full of the day’s dishes and wrinkles his nose.

      “May I remind you that I cooked.” I try to keep my voice light, but when his gaze snaps to mine, he’s glowering.

      “May I remind you that while you worked in here, sanding window sills in climate-controlled comfort, I was busting my ass digging holes in a thousand-degree heat?”

      I shrink back at his sharp tone.

      “Babe—I-I didn’t—”

      Josh squeezes his eyes shut and drops his chin. “Sorry. I’m sorry, Greta. I’m just—” He stops himself, the muscles and tendons in his jaw standing out.

      “You’re tired,” I offer.

      He doesn’t say anything.

      I take two tiny steps closer and risk laying a hand on his arm. Josh doesn’t open his eyes. That look of pain might as well be made of marble.

      I’ve seen it so many times. But seeing it now—here—makes it so much worse. Because this place was supposed to fix things.

      Maybe not everything. But this is our dream. We’re making it happen. Being here was supposed to make all the difference.

      I swallow. “We always knew it was going to be hard work,” I remind him gently, but my chest feels tight like I’ve been holding my breath for too long. “But I don’t want you to think I’m not doing my part. I mean, it’s not like I expect you and Zach to do all the heavy lifting.”

      Triggers really suck, I remind myself, inhaling a slow, deep breath. You can spend two years in therapy and get to the bottom of your issues, and learn new coping strategies, and be doing just fine and dandy. And then your boyfriend makes one comment, and suddenly the old stuff surges forward.

      If I’m not good enough or I don’t do enough, they won’t love me.

      If I try harder, I’ll earn their love.

      If they aren’t happy, I’m not enough.

      I slow my breathing even more, scanning my body for the tight places. Breathing into all the spots where those old, misguided lessons are buried bone deep.

      I’m enough.

      They did the best they could with what they had.

      And even though they did their best, I needed more. And it’s okay to feel that.

      Josh finally opens his eyes, and they're full of remorse. “You’ve done plenty of heavy lifting, Gret.” He shakes his head. “Maybe I’m just dehydrated or coming down with something. I’m sorry. Really.”

      Calmer now, I close the distance, moving us chest to chest and stroke his cheek. “It’s okay. And you’re probably right. The heat’s been crazy, and even with the coolers, I don’t see how you two can drink enough to stay hydrated.” I glance down at the beer he’s still holding. It’s his fourth since he got back. One before his shower right when they got back. One before and one with dinner. And he popped open the fourth when I started the dishes.

      It’s almost empty.

      And I’m not even counting the six-pack I dropped off this afternoon. The cooler was empty when the guys came back. I wonder how many Zach drank.

      I bite my lip and weigh my words. “And alcohol is a diuretic. It might be better—”

      Josh’s snort cuts me off, drawling as he does. “A man can drink a few beers after breaking his back all day.”

      I step back, wounded, and again, and as if to punctuate his words, Josh drains the beer and glares at me while he saunters to the fridge, grabs another, and pops it open. I want to call him on his behavior, but, honestly, I think I only have the bandwidth to deal with my shit tonight.

      He heads back to the couch, his feet shuffling against the floor as if emphasizing how tired he is. As if his exhaustion is my fault and I’m begrudging him his rest. Trying not to internalize that, I stare at the still full sink and pick up the sponge.

      A part of me would love to leave them until morning, but I know I’d come in to make coffee and find an empty sink.

      Because Zach.

      The guy can’t stand to see a job left undone. Or not done perfectly. And I can’t stand to feel like I owe him.

      Besides, I don’t need to give him any more reason to resent me.

      I’ve been wondering lately if he blames me.

      For how Josh has changed.

      Zach has made it clear more than once that Josh isn’t the same person he was when they were at LSU. I want to tell him that he isn’t the same person he was when I met him either. That he didn’t struggle the way he does now.

      Or at least I didn’t see it back then.

      But I can’t bring myself to say it. For a few reasons.

      I don’t want to betray Josh that way. By talking about him to his best friend? My loyalty is to Josh, not Zach. But I’d be lying if I said Zach doesn’t make me feel defensive. He does. If I tell him that this isn’t the Josh I fell in love with—that he changed a lot during the last two years—would that only cement Zach’s opinion that I’m the one to blame?

      Is that even his opinion? Am I just projecting? Do I feel like it’s my fault? Or partially my fault?

      And then there’s the part of me that says, Fuck him. Yeah, Zach moved to Boston for law school and then stayed. But that doesn’t mean you check out. That doesn’t mean you drop out of your best friend’s life.

      If he thinks Josh has changed so much, where was he in the meantime?

      What kind of friend is that?

      I know we couldn’t have done this without him—not financially, not physically, and, okay, I’m willing to admit it—not organizationally. Zach is a perfectionist who performs. But I wonder if Zach thinks that he and Josh could have done this without me.

      Like they’d be better off.

      I shake off that thought and soap up my coffee mug with extra vigor. Zach is always around. I don’t need to give him extra headspace when he’s not even here right now.

      I let out a sigh. I don’t love doing dishes, but there’s still something therapeutic about the hot water and the way an empty sink gleams when you’re finished.

      Drying my hands, I chance a look back at Josh. He’s still nursing his fifth beer and looking at his phone.

      I know Josh. He’s blaming himself for snapping at me. Twice. And he needs me to be the one to let him know I’m not upset.

      I mean, I am upset. But it’s not a lost cause. The night still can be salvaged.

      Quietly, I cross the lodge to the last window I sanded. My Bluetooth speaker is sitting on the floor where I left it, and I squat down and turn it on. Standing, I open Spotify, searching for just the right mood.

      Otis Redding Radio.

      I glance back at Josh. He hasn’t looked up, but I know he’s aware of me. Watching me out of the corner of his eye. Waiting to see what I’ll do next. The picture windows on three sides of the lodge show off the slow pooling of dusk. It takes forever for it to get full dark this time of year.

      I wish it were raining. That would make it feel cozier.

      I tap the play button, and “Try a Little Tenderness” echoes through the lodge.

      Maybe Josh will abandon the couch and come dance with me. The space is big enough for a small wedding reception. Plenty of room for dancing.

      The thought makes me smile, and that’s when he looks up at me and narrows his eyes. But it’s a playful look. Not irritated.

      “What are you smiling about?”

      I stay put, hoping he’ll come to me.

      “Just thinking of how big this space is. How many things we could do with it.”

      His brow arches, but he doesn’t rise.

      I take a deep breath to relax and walk slowly back to him. When I’m halfway there, I stop. An invitation.

      I know better not to push. Not to expect.

      It’s been months. Since Valentine’s, actually.

      We’ve tried, but—

      Josh is struggling.

      But we’re alone now, and we also haven’t really been alone in two months.

      In the back of my mind, I know that’s bullshit because it’s not like Zach is in the same cabin with us. In fact, our cabins are on opposite sides of the lodge. Josh could make me scream all night, and Zach wouldn’t be able to hear it.

      Which is only theoretical. I’ve never been much of a screamer. With Josh or anyone.

      But that’s not the point.

      The point is, Zach is gone right now. It’s not raining, and it’s not yet dark, but Otis Redding is telling me to try a little tenderness.

      So here goes.

      I close the distance and instead of offering Josh my hand to ask for this dance, I straddle his lap. I’m slow about it, never breaking eye contact. Making sure he knows he can stop me.

      When I bring my weight down on him—on him—I’m happy to discover that he’s hard. I look into his eyes and find his pupils wide. His phone flops onto the couch cushion, and Josh leans back just enough to bring the beer bottle to his lips and drain the thing.

      Then his free hand slips behind my back, and he braces me as he leans in to set the empty bottle on the coffee table.

      When he rolls his hips beneath me, the friction has me hissing.

      It’s been so long.

      My hands are trembling when I lift them to his cheeks. He pulls me in. He tastes like beer and corn tortillas, but I don’t care. This is going to happen.

      I think.

      He kisses me. Slowly. Luxuriously. And then he grazes his mouth along my jaw, the heat of his breath hitting my ear and melting me from the inside out.

      “Oh, Josh—”

      “We could do thisss…” His whisper, right against my ear, is so intimate, so longed for, tears prick my eyes. “On the beach in Ecuador, and never have to work again.”

      My laugh is more surprise than amusement.

      My hands have roamed down, and I clutch the front of his shirt, hoping he’ll move his touch to my breasts.

      When he doesn’t, I graze my nails lightly down his chest until I feel the pebble of one nipple beneath his shirt. I tease it and wriggle a little in his lap.

      He used to love this. He used to be all about torturing each other through our clothes until we were both so worked up we could barely stand it. Something about being half dressed, finding each other under cotton and beneath denim used to drive him wild.

      It drove me wild too.

      God, I’m half-wild now.

      But is Josh?

      I graze my teeth down his neck, something else he used to love.

      His hands haven’t moved from my waist.

      “Wouldn’t that be awesome?” His voice sounds dreamy, his tongue a little heavy around the words..

      And because I’m thinking about him slipping a hand in my bra, my answer is a breathy, “Yes.”

      “You’d do it?”

      The alertness in his voice has me pulling back and blinking his face into focus.

      “What?”

      Did I just miss something? Did he just propose something kinky?

      Because if he did, I’m on board.

      I mean, I have limits. There’s lots I’ve never done and even more I’d never do, but if Josh wants to try a little light bondage or some d—

      “Run away with me?”

      Wait, what?

      “Huh?”

      Josh blinks like he’s bringing my face into focus. Yep, his pupils are shrinking.

      And, if I’m not mistaken, something else is shrinking too.

      Dammit.

      “Baby, what—what are you talking about?”

      He takes his hands off my waist and rakes his fingers back through his hair, and even though I’m still straddling his lap, I feel like he’s moved all the way across the room.

      It takes a minute to process my emotional whiplash, but I replay all of his words. We could do this on the beach in Ecuador and never have to work again… You’d do it? Run away with me? And what I’m hearing is that Josh is stressed out. Probably physically at his limit. And it’s taking a toll on him.

      “Baby, it may not be the right time, but… do you need a vacation?”

      His eyes harden like chips of granite. Flat. Cold.

      He squeezes them shut. Shakes his head. “No. No. I’m just tired.”

      When he opens them again, I can see it. He’s exhausted. So exhausted he looks sad. And maybe he’s a little drunk, too. But he’s drinking because he’s tired. Because he’s overwhelmed.

      My heart twists. I have to fix this. I have to do something.

      “Josh, I think you should prime the windows in here tomorrow and let me help Zach with the fence.”

      His face screws up. “Greta, that’s not what I’m say—”

      “No, it’s only fair. We need to do a better job of sharing the hard labor. Especially in this heat.”

      He’s not listening. In fact, he’s pushing me—albeit gently—off his lap. He shakes his head again, slowly. “What if we made a mistake?”

      My twisting heart plunges, and I taste panic at the back of my throat.

      I want to shriek. He can’t be having doubts about this now. It’s too late.

      And also too early.

      We’re in this. All three of us. Invested up to our teeth. Not just financially. All the way down to our bones. It’s definitely too late to turn back.

      But it’s also too soon to even consider that we’ve failed. We’re still on schedule to open in the spring. Sure, we’ve had some unexpected discoveries about the place that didn’t factor into our planning and budgeting. But we’re okay.

      That’s one thing that I’m grateful to Zach for. The budget he’s drafted is responsible, and he’s meticulous every week about balancing our business accounts. So far, we aren’t going to be over budget. And living on-site is saving us a bundle.

      Which is great since it sure has its drawbacks.

      Mortifying ones.

      The unwelcome memory of Zach and his damn headlamp spotlighting me on the toilet sends a shudder down my spine.

      Don’t think about that now. Don’t think about that EVER.

      I suck in a deep breath. “Change is scary, Josh. It’s normal to get cold feet when you make a move like this.”

      Josh’s eyes are still shut. He jams his elbows onto his knees and hides his face. Defeat is written all over his profile. I lay a gentle hand on his back, trying to be supportive, but inside my head, all I can hear is:

      No. No. No. No.

      He swallows hard, and when he speaks, my boyfriend's voice is strangled with emotion. “I just don’t think I have what it takes.”

      Well, you’d better find it.

      I bite back the words because he’s too fragile to hear them. Yet my own frustration is just beneath the surface.

      I know that’s selfish of me. And mixed with that frustration and impatience is a healthy dose of guilt. Because I know that Josh isn’t choosing to feel this way.

      I inhale through my nose. “Talk to me, baby.”

      He’s quiet for a long time. His own inhales and exhales are faster than mine. More agitated. I know instinctively that he needs to slow them. Lengthen his exhales. Breath with his belly.

      I also know he won’t take that advice from me.

      His mouth opens. A wet sound is all that comes out. I wait.

      “It’s… It’s all I can do to get out of bed in the morning.”

      I frown at this. Because, sure, I’ve expected that being here and beginning the work on our project would lift his spirits and bring back the Josh I met two and a half years ago, and that hasn’t happened.

      But I also haven’t seen abject depression either.

      “Really?” And I want to kick myself because I’m not using the tools I’ve learned in my grad program. “Tell me more. Because what I’ve seen is you working hard to take this place where we’ve planned to go.”

      Josh peers over his hands, surprised at first. Then his brows lower. “That’s just because of Zach.” The way he says his best friend’s name has me blinking back shock. There’s so much bitterness, I’m surprised my eyes don’t burn.

      I narrow my gaze at him. “You’re working just as hard as Zach is.”

      True, Zach may be bigger than Josh. He’s probably stronger too. But what does that matter? They’re both giving their all.

      Josh’s eyes become slits. “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Well, then, what do you mean?” And, okay, my tone might not be the most patient.

      “It means I don’t want to let him see,” he snaps.

      Even as I recoil, I know exactly what he means. He doesn’t want Zach to see him struggling. He puts on a brave face. Classic toxic masculinity.

      But when he’s with me, he doesn’t have to keep up appearances.

      I try not to resent it. I really do.

      It means that Josh is okay letting his guard down with me.

      But, dammit. It also means that he gives Zach his best. And there’s nothing left for me.

      I know that’s super selfish. And even admitting it to myself has shame surging inside me like a geyser.

      I lick my lips and breathe in and out of the feelings, trying not to deny them but also trying not to act out of them.

      It’s damn hard.

      My training kicks in, and I remind myself what I want out of this relationship. Who I want to be. I do want Josh to be able to let his guard down with me. To be vulnerable with me. Because that means I can do the same with him.

      And I want to cherish him. Handle him with care. Be gentle with all of his vulnerable pieces.

      And within just a few breaths, the resentment has burned itself out. Leaving a little more peace in its wake.

      Peace and clarity.

      “What do you need?” I ask him.

      His laugh is the sound of defeat. “You mean other than running away? Hell if I know.”

      I tilt my head. “You know running away is just a fantasy.” I say it offhand. His brows bob up and down. If you say so, the look says.

      “Josh,” I settle a hand on his knee. “It’s okay to be scared. It’s okay to have doubts. It’s hard to sit with them, but you can’t really outrun your feelings.”

      His gaze drifts down between us, but he doesn’t say anything.

      As much as I hate to admit it, I’ve seen this before. He’s in too deep to help himself.

      I squeeze his knee. “Executive decision,” I say. “You and I are trading places for the rest of the week. You’re in here with sandpaper, primer, and paint, and I’m out there with fence posts and power tools.”

      Josh’s left brow climbs. “And Zach.”

      I can’t help myself. “I mentioned tools.”

      He laughs, and it feels like victory.

      I smile at my own joke for a second before sobering. “Maybe it’s all the changes. But maybe it’s also the physical labor and the strain on your body,” I hedge and worry my bottom lip between my teeth before continuing. “But you might want to talk to Dr. Boudreaux about your dosage?”

      I turn the suggestion into a question at the very end. In reality, there’s no question. He really should tell his doctor what’s going on. But Dr. Boudreaux has said it more than once. Antidepressants are only part of the picture. I’ve reminded him that alcohol is a depressant. Is he really giving his meds a chance to work and make him feel better when he’s drinking every night? And even if he cut that out, he needs to talk to someone. Dr. Boudreaux has recommended counseling before, and Josh just refuses.

      And that refusal is there in the line of his jaw. So I don’t press the point. Not tonight. The fact that he isn’t actively fighting me on taking it easy for a few days is no small thing.

      Not that he’s outright agreed.

      “What about Zach?” he asks, frowning.

      “What about him?”

      Josh blinks, and I swear, the vulnerability in his eyes makes him look about ten years old. “What should we tell him?”

      Stupid toxic masculinity.

      I shift my hand from his knee to his lower back and rub it hard.

      “Sure is a shame that you’ve strained your back.” I sound like a terrible community theater actor, and Josh laughs.

      But his laughter fades lightning fast.

      “What if a few days off doesn't help?”

      I shift my touch from theatrical back massage to soothing strokes between his shoulder blades.

      “We’ll figure it out, babe.” Then I kiss his cheek. “This is our dream we’re talking about. And I promise you, it’ll be better than any old tropical beach.”

      Josh snorts. “This place is sorely lacking in bikinis and Mai Tais.”

      My grin is real because he’s teasing and being playful. And that gives me hope.

      “I’ll put on a bikini and make you a Mai Tai right now.”

      He laughs full force, and it’s a relief.

      Right now, I’d do whatever it takes to make him okay. To make this okay.

      And I ignore the little voice that’s asking me if that means I’m okay.
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      If I ever doubt the instincts that led me here, mornings on the lodge porch reassure me.

      The birdsong. My God. The birdsong.

      Cardinals. Black capped chickadees. Mockingbirds. Warblers. They are owning the woods right now. A red-headed woodpecker is adding a little back beat to the performance.

      Life.

      The birds. The trees. The endless sky.

      Out here, I remember what it feels like to be alive. And that’s a feeling I’ve chased since I was seventeen. When I learned not to take a single morning for granted.

      It’s when I sit out here that I really feel the whiplash of my life and thank God I’m here. Not in Boston.

      Don’t get me wrong. Boston is the best city in the country. Maybe even the world. It’s clean. Beautiful. Mass transit is top-notch. With nearly a hundred colleges and universities in a ten-mile radius, the diversity and intellectual pulse of the city are life-giving. There’s so much to drink in. Concerts on the wharf. Jogging the RFK Greenway. The buskers. The Back Bay. Mike’s Pastry in Little Italy.

      It’s the best city to live in.

      I just never had the time to enjoy it. Not after law school, anyway.

      Once I started with Hartley, Merrimen, and Volkl, all I saw of my favorite city was through the windows of the Inbound Red Line. Yeah, crossing the Charles River never, ever gets old.

      But that flash of beauty was just a tease. A mirage. If it could speak, it would say:

      Here, Zach. Everything you want is out here. You can look, but you can’t touch.

      Not while working eighty hours a week.

      When I found myself envying homeless guys my age drowsing in their Eno hammocks on the Esplanade, I knew things had to change. Because it started to feel too much like a time in my life I never want to go back to.

      I loved Boston, but what’s the point of loving something you can’t enjoy? What’s the point of working yourself to death to be able to afford a Somerville condo you only see from ten at night to six in the morning? What’s the point of being able to walk to Martsa on Elm for South Brinjal Curry if they’re always closed by the time you get home?

      What’s the point of any of it?

      As if answering, a Cajun chorus frog sings from under the porch, and I break into a grin and check my watch. 7:12. I’d already be on the T. Past the Charles River. The best part of my day behind me.

      I raise my coffee mug to the thought of Donny and Ship, my closest buddies at work. “Poor bastards.”

      “Who, us?”

      I nearly slosh coffee on myself as Greta and her dog step into view of the porch.

      I bite back a curse, but I know she saw me jump. “You scared the hell out of me,” I mutter.

      “Well, Russell and I are very scary,” she teases as the dog, who’s panting already after the hundred-yard walk from their cabin, flops onto his belly.

      Greta’s playfulness makes my skin itch, so I gesture to the lodge with my thumb. “Coffee’s fresh.”

      She murmurs a thanks and goes in, screen door slamming behind her. Russell doesn’t move. He’s still recovering.

      I shake my head at him. “Good thing you’re domesticated, Stubby. You’d never last a day out in the wild.”

      His big, golden eyes just shift up to meet mine, but, otherwise he doesn’t move. At least he isn’t baying at me anymore. For a whole week after I moved in with Josh and Greta, every time I walked into the room, the little butthole would tip his pointy face up and go berserk. Bellowing for a solid three minutes.

      Stupid dog.

      No, I’m not an asshole. I like dogs. Labs. Germans. Pit bulls. Boxers. Gimme a dog who can keep up with me on a hike. Chase after a ball. Jump into a lake and swim around just for the hell of it and then come out and shake off, drenching everything in sight.

      By my definition, Russell isn’t a dog. He’s a footstool.

      The door squeaks behind me, signaling Greta’s return. I don’t turn around. Usually, she just takes two mugs back to the cabin. Josh requires the caffeine to get his ass out of bed.

      But instead of walking past me with a mug in each hand, Greta rounds the empty Adirondack on my right.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      She’s only got the one mug. And a pinched look on her face.

      “Uh… sure.” Now that I’m paying attention, I notice that the skin under her eyes is ashy, like someone’s who hasn’t slept in days. “You good?”

      Greta shapes her mouth into a polite smile and sits.

      I press the tip of my tongue hard to the roof of my mouth to keep from gritting my teeth.

      I really hate her polite smiles.

      Sure, I appreciate that she’s trying. Trying to be friendly. Cordial.

      But I don’t need her to be friendly.

      “So… I’m gonna work on fences with you today.”

      After I stop my eyes from launching out of my head, I scowl at her. “What?”

      Greta blows over the surface of her coffee, her lips drawing into a Cupid’s bow. I press my own lips together and look back into my half-empty mug.

      “Josh needs a break.” But the way her voice croaks, she sounds like the one who needs a break.

      My brain starts whirring. Working on fences? All day? With Greta?

      I stare at the black liquid in my mug, feeling something equally dark swamping my lungs.

      Brows low, I shake my head.

      “You can’t.”

      Oh, shit. I just said that out loud.

      “Excuse me?” Greta’s mouth hangs open. “I can’t? What? Do you think I’m not good enough? Not strong enough?”

      “No, that’s not—”

      But her eyes are like death rays. “Sexist much?”

      “No. Of course not. Forget I said that—”

      She snorts as if to say, Not likely.

      Greta sneers at me for a long moment, and how can I blame her. I don’t have a decent explanation for why I said something so stupid.

      Not one I care to share, anyway.

      “Look—” she snaps, but then she drops her gaze to the floor, her death ray glare shutting down. She braces her fingertips against her forehead like someone with a headache. Greta stays frozen like that, looking trapped and uncertain.

      I frown. She’s given me a lot of looks the last two months. Most of them I could live without. But this look of defeat is new.

      And I don’t like it.

      “What is it?”

      Greta licks her lips, her lowered gaze scanning the porch floorboards like the answer just rolled off her lap.

      Then she drops her hand with a smack on her thigh. “Look, I’m supposed to tell you that Josh strained his back.” She speaks the words in a rush, her lips a washed-out pink that makes her look fragile. “But that’s not it.”

      Our eyes lock, and I almost flinch. Hers are the color of frosted green glass. With sunlight pouring through.

      This close, it’s like staring into an eclipse.

      “W-What is it then?”

      Those eyes flash with annoyance. “Don’t act like you haven’t noticed.”

      I don’t love the attitude, but she’s right. I have noticed.

      “Okay, yeah. I’ve sensed something’s off. What is it?”

      Her sigh is measured. For a few long seconds, she doesn’t move. But the look on her face? That’s real worry. My shoulders lock.

      “Josh has been struggling.” She clamps her mouth shut, and when I say nothing, impatience flashes in her eyes. “With depression.”

      I jerk back, and the question’s out before I can stop it. “Since when?”

      He’s said nothing to me.

      Other than that Amazon was killing him, but doesn’t everyone who works for them say that?

      Greta huffs like I’ve implied it’s her fault. Have I?

      “It’s been going on a while,” she says vaguely. “It got really bad at the end of last year. He’s addressing it but…”

      I have so many questions, I don’t know where to start. Is that why he’s been bitching so much while we’re working? Why he’s been so negative?

      “You—” She starts, but then shakes her head in frustration, looking away. “This is so embarrassing.”

      “What’s embarrassing?” I’m instantly wary. Protective. “That Josh has depression?”

      Her eyes bug. “No. Of course not.” She shuts her eyes, and a little crease arrows between her sable brows. Then she opens them, and it’s like she’s conceding defeat. “You’ve known him longer than I have.”

      “So?”

      “So—” she stresses with irritation, “have you ever seen this in him before?”

      “No.” The answer is knee-jerk, but as soon as I say it, I’m already hedging. “I mean—”

      “What?” Greta leans closer. Like she’s hanging onto my every word. I catch the scent of lilacs, and for a moment my head spins.

      Lilacs bloom all over New England, but they don’t grow in Louisiana.

      It must be her. Her perfume or her body wash.

      “Uh…” I lean away and wrangle my thoughts.

      Which were about Josh.

      My best friend.

      Not his girlfriend’s body wash.

      And I remember one afternoon at the end of the fall term junior year. I walked into the room Josh and I shared at the Sigma Chi house at LSU and found him at this desk. Leaning over with his forehead pressed to the surface. His eyes staring blankly at the floor.

      And when I asked what was wrong, he muttered something about dropping out because he was going to fail his Statistical Methods final. But he’d been quiet for days before that. Weirdly quiet. I helped him study, and he scraped by with a C, and then we both went home for break.

      But he’d sometimes go quiet like that when we’d day drink. Like at a crawfish boil at the frat house after we’d been
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