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A note before you begin.

This is a story about scars — the ones we can see and the ones we can’t — and about the strange grace of being known anyway. It is also a story about a small town, a clinic with a back door that sticks, and the particular courage it takes to let someone all the way in after the world has taught you not to.

I hope you find someone you recognize in these pages, and that by the end you believe what these two stubborn, frightened people finally come to believe: that the fear is the price, and not the reason — and that you waste the whole thing waiting.

— Jacee Jax

Act I — Collision
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Chapter One
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Wren

The first patient of the day in Cedar Hollow always arrived before the lights were on.

I knew this the way I knew the give of the back-door lock, the one that stuck in damp weather and let go all at once if you lifted instead of pushed. I knew it the way I knew the squeal of the second-floor radiator that no one had bled since the Clinton administration, and the particular pitch of Patsy Lyle’s cough when she’d been at the menthols again, and the smell of the supply closet—gauze and rubbing alcohol and the faint banana sweetness of the children’s amoxicillin that someone had spilled in there years ago and never fully scrubbed out.

I knew this clinic the way you know a body you’ve kept alive a long time.

It was six-forty in the morning, still blue-dark outside, frost lacing the inside corners of the front windows, and Earl Petty was sitting on the bench under the awning with his cap in his hands like he was at church. He’d been a logger before his knees quit and now he kept bees, and once a month or so he came in convinced his heart was failing when really it was the coffee and the loneliness and the long memory of a wife twelve years gone.

I unlocked the door. The bell over it—an actual bell, brass, that Doc Greer had screwed up there himself in 1991—gave its two flat notes.

“Morning, Earl.”

“Wren.” He stood with the careful arithmetic of a man negotiating with his own joints. “Didn’t want to be a bother.”

“You’re never a bother.” I held the door. “You’re our most reliable customer. We’d worry if you stopped coming.”

That got the smile I was fishing for. Earl needed to be teased the way some men need to be touched; it was the only physical contact he trusted. I flipped on the waiting-room lights, and the clinic came up around us in its tired, beloved ugliness—the mauve chairs from a decade when mauve was a decision people made on purpose, the wood-grain laminate, the rack of pamphlets that had not been updated since several of the diseases on them stopped being epidemics. A coloring page taped to the wall, signed in the enormous backward letters of someone who was four. A framed photo of the whole staff at the Founders’ Day parade, all of us squinting, Doc Greer in the middle in his ridiculous straw boater.

I got Earl into Room 2 and put the cuff on him myself, even though that wasn’t my job anymore, technically, hadn’t been for years. His blood pressure was fine. His heart was fine. I listened to it anyway, the way you’d let a kid show you a drawing—not because you need to see it but because they need you to.

“It’s good,” I told him, and watched the fear go out of his face the way water goes out of a tub, all at once at the end. “Strong as a mule. You’re going to outlive every one of us, Earl, and then who’ll keep the bees?”

“Lord.” He buttoned his shirt. His hands shook a little; they always did now. “You’re the only one who’ll see me, you know. The young ones at the urgent care over in Ashford, they look at me like I’m taking up a parking space.”

“Well, you’re not going over to Ashford.” I helped him with the top button, the one his fingers couldn’t manage, and I did it without making it a thing, talking the whole time so he wouldn’t have to feel it as a kindness. “We’d never forgive you. Patsy would put you on the prayer list out of spite.”

I sent him off with a sample box of the magnesium that wouldn’t hurt him and might help him sleep, and I stood in the doorway and watched his truck back out, headlights swinging across the frost, and I thought—the way I thought it most mornings, quietly, like touching a bruise to see if it still hurt—this is mine. This place is mine. Whatever else I lost, I have this.

I should have known better than to think a thing like that out loud, even in my own head. The universe has ears in a town this small.

* * *
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By seven-fifteen the others trickled in. Junie Tran first, our medical assistant, twenty-three and perpetually cold, wrapped in a cardigan the color of an Easter egg, balancing two coffees she’d gotten from Lacey’s because she said our break-room coffee tasted like a penny. She put one on my desk without being asked. She’d been doing that for a year and I still hadn’t found the words to tell her what it meant to me, so instead I said, “You’re going to make some poor soul a wonderful enabler someday,” and she said, “I learned from the best,” and we let that stand in for the real thing.

Then Patsy, our office manager, our front desk, our switchboard, our town crier. Patsy had worked this clinic for thirty-one years and knew the medical history of everyone in Cedar Hollow and most of their secrets besides, and she observed an iron firewall between the two—she’d take your hypertension to her grave but she’d have your divorce on Main Street by noon. She came in stamping the cold off her boots, unwound a scarf the length of a python, and announced to the room at large, “Big day.”

“Is it.” I was already in the charts, triaging the morning by hand the way I liked to, the paper schedule beside the screen because I trusted my own handwriting more than the system Doc Greer’s nephew had installed and then vanished.

“Don’t you give me that.” Patsy hung her coat. “You know what today is.”

I did know. I’d known for three weeks, the way you know a tooth is going to need to come out—you can feel it changing the shape of everything, the way your tongue keeps going to it.

“The new doctor starts today,” I said, in a voice I kept flat on purpose.

“The new doctor.” Patsy’s eyes were bright with the particular joy of a woman who has fresh material. “Dr. Caleb Mercer. From Charlotte. Thirty-three, never married—well.” She paused, and I felt rather than saw her decide not to say the rest of whatever she’d heard. “Anyhow. Coming up here to the middle of nowhere to be a country doctor. There’s a story in that, you mark me.”

“There’s a story in everybody, Patsy.”

“Mm. Some of them are better than others.” She gave me a look I pretended not to catch, the look she’d been giving me for the better part of a year, ever since I turned thirty-three myself and the casseroles stopped coming and the town quietly reclassified me from grieving to odd. “You all right with this?”

“With what?”

“With this.”

I closed the chart. Outside, the sky had gone from blue-dark to the flat gray-white of a sky thinking about snow, and the mountains beyond the parking lot were just a deeper gray against it, the way they were eight months out of the year, the Blue Ridge living up to its name.

Here is the thing about this. Doc Greer was sixty-eight years old and had been promising to retire for a decade the way some people promise to quit smoking. For most of that decade, I had run this clinic. Not officially. Officially I was a family nurse practitioner, and Doc was the physician, the owner, the name on the sign. But I was the one here at six-forty. I was the one who knew that Earl’s heart was lonely and not sick. I was the one who’d built the diabetes group and the free flu clinic and the deal with the pharmacy in Ashford so our patients on fixed incomes could afford their insulin. When Doc’s hands had started to shake too badly for the smaller sutures, I was the one who did them. When his memory started doing the thing where he’d ask the same question twice in a visit, I was the one who covered it, smooth as a magician, so the patients never saw.

I had assumed—the way you assume the floor will be there when you put your foot down—that when Doc finally retired, the clinic would, in some form, become mine. That I would buy in. That my name would go on the sign next to his, or under it, or eventually instead of it. I had assumed this so completely that I’d never said it out loud, which I have since learned is the surest way to lose a thing: to love it silently and call that the same as keeping it.

Then three weeks ago Doc had taken me out to the bench behind the clinic where he ate his lunch in good weather, and he’d told me, in the gentle backhanded way of a man who thinks he’s doing you a favor, that he’d found a buyer. A young doctor. A physician, he said, with just enough weight on the word to remind me I wasn’t one—not from cruelty, Doc didn’t have any cruelty in him, but from the simple fact that he was of a generation that thought a clinic needed a doctor at the top the way a body needs a head. The young man would come in, learn the patients, and in a year or two, when the transition was clean, take over the practice.

“You’ll stay on, of course,” Doc had said, patting my knee. “Wren, this place doesn’t run without you. Everybody knows that.”

Everybody knows that. As if knowing it were the same as it mattering.

I had said, “That’s wonderful, Doc. I’m happy for you.” And I had meant it, mostly, because he was tired and his heart was bad and he deserved to sit on porches and not be woken at three a.m. by other people’s catastrophes. I had meant it the way you mean a kind thing while something inside you is quietly relocating to a smaller, colder room.

“I’m fine with it,” I told Patsy now. “It’s Doc’s clinic. It’s his to sell.”

“Uh-huh.” She wasn’t fooled; Patsy was never fooled. But she had the grace—she did have grace, under all that mouth—to let it go. “Well. He’s prettier than they usually send us, I’ll give him that. I saw a picture.”

“Patsy.”

“I’m just saying. For the patients’ morale.”

I picked up my coffee and went to start the day, and I did not let myself think about the man who was coming to take the one thing I’d let myself have. I was good at not letting myself think about things. I’d had practice. I had, you might say, a gift for it.

* * *
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I should tell you about the sleeves, since you’ll wonder, and since everybody does.

I wear long sleeves. Always—in July, in the dead of an August that sits on this valley like a wet wool blanket, I wear long sleeves, thin cotton ones in summer, and the patients have decided among themselves that I’m just one of those people who runs cold, like Junie, and I let them decide that. It’s easier than the truth. The truth is on my left arm, from the wrist to the shoulder and down across the ribs on that side, a country I don’t show anyone: the smooth, shining, gathered skin of an old burn, the kind that doesn’t quite tan, that pulls when I reach too high, that I have learned to dress around the way you learn to drive around a pothole, automatically, without thinking, so that it becomes simply the shape of the road.

I was nineteen. There was a fire. My mother did not come out of it, and I did, and the difference between those two facts is a door at the top of a staircase, and I have spent fifteen years on the wrong side of that door, my hand on the knob, and I cannot tell you what I’d do if it ever opened.

That’s all I’ll say about it for now. You’ll get the rest. Everybody gets the rest of it eventually, in this town. The only person I never managed to give it to was the one I was supposed to marry, and he left, and on his way out the door he said the thing that I have carried longer than the scar itself, the thing I touch in the dark to see if it still hurts. It always does.

So. Sleeves. There’s the explanation. Let’s not make a thing of it.

The bell over the door gave its two flat notes.

I knew before I looked up. I want to be clear about that, because of everything that came after—I knew, the way Earl knew his own heart, with my body and not my mind, that the man in the doorway was going to be a problem.
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Chapter Two
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Caleb

I had practiced the drive so many times in my head that the real thing felt like a memory.

Charlotte at four in the morning, the city still lit and humming, the loops of the interstate I knew so well I could have driven them with my eyes shut, and I’d thought I might feel something letting them go—the hospital where I’d spent my twenties, the apartment I’d emptied, the church parking lot where I used to sit in the car after the funeral because I couldn’t make myself go home to a house that still had her toothbrush in it. I thought leaving would feel like a wound or like relief, one or the other. It felt like neither. It felt like driving.

Then the interstate gave out into a state road, and the state road climbed, and the dark started to thin into mist, and the mountains came up out of the fog the way the truth comes up sometimes, all at once, when you’ve stopped looking for it—huge and blue and indifferent and so old they made my grief feel like a thing that had happened to someone very small. By the time I came over the gap and down into the valley where Cedar Hollow sat with its one stoplight blinking yellow at the empty crossroads, the sun was coming up behind me and laying gold across the frost on every field, and I pulled over on the shoulder and put the truck in park and just looked at it.

I’m a doctor. I deal in bodies, in measurable things, in the failing pump and the clouded lung and the numbers that tell you how much time. I don’t traffic in signs. But I sat there on the shoulder of that road with the heater ticking and my hands at ten and two, and I thought: Maybe here. Maybe I could put it down here.

You should know what it is, so I’ll tell you plainly, because I’ve learned that the people who tiptoe around their own stories are the ones who never set them down.

Her name was Nora. We met in our first year of residency, two exhausted people falling in love in the worst possible conditions, which it turns out is the only way I know how to do anything. We got married in a courthouse on a Tuesday because neither of us could get the same weekend off. She was an oncologist, which is its own kind of brave—she spent her days with people the clock was running out on, and she came home and she was still, somehow, the funniest person I have ever met, the kind of funny that’s really a form of courage. We had four years. We were going to have forty.

It was raining. We were coming back from her sister’s, and it was raining, and a man who’d had too much ran the light, and I have been a physician for ten years and I could not do anything—I want to be precise about this, because everyone wants to tell me it wasn’t my fault, and they’re right, and it doesn’t matter that they’re right. I held pressure. I did everything that a man with no equipment on the side of a highway in the rain can do, which is nothing, which is hold pressure and talk and lie. The collarbone I broke going through it healed crooked, and there’s a scar there now, white and raised, that I can feel under my shirt when I reach across my body, and some mornings I’m glad of it, because it’s proof I was there, that I didn’t just imagine her, that there was a night when the whole world was inside that car and then it wasn’t.

I went back to the ER after. People do. You go back. And for a while it was even good for me, the chaos of it, the way an emergency room doesn’t give you room to think. But grief is patient, and the ER is not a place that heals you; it’s a place that uses you up faster than you can notice, and one night about a year in I was running a code on a kid—nineteen, a car, of course a car—and somewhere in the middle of it my hands kept working but I left. I just left, while my body stayed. We lost him. And I stood in the family room after and told his mother in a voice that came from very far away, and I knew, standing there, that I had nothing left to give anyone. That I had been spending a currency I’d run out of months before, and that if I didn’t stop I was going to do real harm—to a patient, to myself, didn’t matter which came first.

So when I saw the ad—physician sought, family practice, small mountain community, opportunity for ownership, must love the long game—I thought: the long game. God, yes. Let me play a long game. Let me know the same people for thirty years. Let me be the one who watches the babies I deliver grow up and bring me their own. Let me trade the night a stranger dies in front of me for the slow, dull, holy work of keeping a town alive one boring appointment at a time.

That’s why I was standing in the doorway of Cedar Hollow Family Medicine at seven-thirty in the morning with the cold coming off my coat and a brass bell still ringing over my head, having driven through the night out of a life I couldn’t live anymore and into one I hadn’t earned yet.

And there was a woman behind the desk looking at me like I’d come to repossess her car.

* * *
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She was not what I expected, though if you’d asked me what I expected I couldn’t have told you. Maybe a nurse the age of my mother. Maybe a teenager at a computer. Not this—a woman about my own age, dark hair pulled back hard from a face that was all clean angles and wariness, in a long-sleeved henley the color of slate, standing very straight behind the desk with one hand flat on a paper schedule like she was protecting it.

“You must be Dr. Mercer.” Even her voice was guarded. It was a good voice, low, but she’d put a fence around it.

“Caleb.” I crossed the room with my hand out, and I gave her the smile—I know I have a smile, it’s one of the few things I’ve never had to work at, my whole life people have told me I’m easy to be around, you’re so easy to be around, Caleb, like it was a virtue and not just a thing my face does. “And you’re—“

“Wren Calloway. I’m the FNP.” She shook my hand. Her grip was brief and dry and certain, the handshake of someone who’d learned early that the world reads you in the first three seconds and had decided to control the read. Her hand was cool. There was a callus on the side of her middle finger from a pen, the mark of someone who still writes things down. I noticed it and then noticed that I’d noticed it, which I hadn’t done about a stranger’s hand in a long time, maybe in years, and I let go a half-second later than I should have.

“Right. Wren.” Up close her eyes were a brown so dark they were nearly black, and they were doing a thing I recognized, because I’d spent the better part of two years doing it myself in mirrors—they were holding very still on the surface while everything underneath got rearranged. “Doc Greer’s told me a lot about you. He said the place doesn’t run without you.”

It was the right thing to say. I’d thought about it on the drive, actually—the smart play is to make an ally of whoever’s been here longest—so I’d said it on purpose, the way you set down a peace offering, and the instant it was out of my mouth I watched it land completely wrong. Something flinched behind her stillness. Her chin came up a quarter inch.

“That’s kind of him,” she said, in a voice that could have kept beer cold. “I’ll show you where things are. Coffee’s terrible. Don’t drink the coffee. Patsy runs the desk—you’ll meet her, she’s a force. Junie’s our MA. Doc comes in around nine these days, on the days he comes in.” She was already moving, down the short hall, talking over her shoulder, and I followed her the way you follow a tour guide who hates her job, and I thought: I have done something wrong already, and I don’t know what it was.

It would be a while before I understood. Doc had told me, in his easy way, you’re buying the practice—the building, the patient list, the name on the sign. He had told me about the woman who held the whole thing together. He had not told me, because I don’t think it had ever occurred to him to think of it as a thing worth telling, that he was selling out from under her the future she’d quietly built her whole life around. That I hadn’t come to Cedar Hollow to be its new country doctor. I’d come to take something that already belonged to someone else.

She showed me the supply closet, the two exam rooms downstairs, the procedure room, the lab nook, the break room with its accused coffee. She did it efficiently and without warmth and I followed her and tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t make it worse, and what I finally landed on—God help me, I meant it gently—was, “This is a beautiful little place. You’ve clearly taken great care of it.”

She stopped. She turned around in the narrow hall, close enough that I could see she was younger than the wariness made her, that there was a scattering of freckles she’d given up trying to hide, that her left hand had gone, without her seeming to know it, to her right forearm, holding her own wrist through the sleeve the way you’d hold something that hurt.

“It’s Doc’s place,” she said. “But thank you. I do my best.” And then, lower, almost to herself, in a tone I would spend the next several weeks trying to forget and failing: “It’s nice that someone’s noticed.”

She walked off toward the front, and I stood in the hall of a clinic I’d just bought and had absolutely no idea how to start belonging to, and for the first time since the rain stopped on that highway, I felt something other than tired. I felt interested. I felt, against every instinct I’d come up here to protect, the small dangerous flicker of a man who wants to know how a story ends.

I should have gotten back in the truck.
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Chapter Three
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Wren

You want to know the worst part of the first week? It wasn’t that he was bad at the job. I’d been bracing for that—some city specialist who’d never set a fracture without a tech and three machines, who’d panic the first time someone came in with a chainsaw wound and no insurance and a stubborn refusal to go to the ER over in Ashford because Ashford was forty minutes and who’d feed the dog. I’d been ready to resent him for being useless. I had a whole resentment built and waiting, furnished, with the lights on.

The worst part was that he was good.

Not just competent. Good in the way that matters out here, which has almost nothing to do with what they teach you in Charlotte. The third day, Hollis Burnette came in—Hollis is eighty-one and deaf in one ear and convinced that all medicine after about 1975 is a conspiracy—and Hollis wouldn’t take the blood thinner he needed because his brother had “thinned out so bad he bruised if you looked at him.” I’d been fighting that man about that pill for two years. Caleb sat down on the little rolling stool, got down below Hollis’s eye level, which I have never once seen a doctor do, and asked him about the brother. Not about the pill. About the brother. And twenty minutes later Hollis Burnette walked out of my clinic with a prescription in his hand and a look on his face like he’d decided it himself, which, the way Caleb did it, he basically had.

I watched the whole thing through the crack of the door I was pretending to file behind, and I felt two things at once, so cleanly separate I could have labeled them: I felt the deep, unwilling, professional pleasure of watching someone be excellent at a hard thing. And I felt the floor of my stomach drop, because that—that—was the thing I was good at. That was supposed to be mine. The patients were supposed to be mine. And here was this man with his crooked-collarbone slouch and his terrible peace-offering smile, doing it as easily as breathing, and I could see he wasn’t going to be a problem the way I’d feared. He was going to be a problem the way the tide is a problem. Slowly. Completely. And then you look up and the beach is gone.

“He’s good with them,” Junie said, materializing beside me with two coffees, because Junie has the soul of a spy. “The patients. They like him.”

“Mm.”

“Mrs. Detweiler called him ‘a tall drink of water’ to his face. He didn’t even blush. He said, ‘I’ll take it.’” Junie sighed the sigh of the very young. “Patsy’s got a whole spreadsheet going.”

“A spreadsheet of what?”

“Don’t ask.”

I asked. Patsy showed me, delighted, at lunch. It was a list—an actual list, in actual columns—of every unmarried woman in Cedar Hollow under the age of fifty, ranked by what Patsy considered their suitability for Dr. Caleb Mercer, with notes. Good cook. Mother is difficult. Pretty but mean. Sweet but already half in love with the propane man. I told her she should be ashamed of herself and she said, “At my age, shame is a young woman’s luxury,” and offered me half her sandwich.

My name wasn’t on the list. I checked. I told myself I checked to make sure she hadn’t done something humiliating, and I half believed it, and I want, in the interest of honesty, to set down here what I felt when I saw I wasn’t on it—because it would matter later, because it was the first small crack in a wall I’d thought was load-bearing.

I felt left out.

That’s all. A grown woman, thirty-four, who had spent fifteen years building a life specifically designed to make sure no one ever looked at her that way again—I felt a small, stupid, undeniable pang at not being on Patsy Lyle’s ridiculous list of women a man might want. And I put my coffee down and went back to work and did not think about it, because I am, as I have mentioned, gifted at not thinking about things.

* * *
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Here is what it is to work beside someone in a place this small.

There is no escaping. We shared a hallway four feet wide; to pass each other we had to turn sideways, and there was always a half-second where I could smell the soap he used—something plain, cedar maybe, of course cedar—and feel the warmth coming off him, and I learned the rhythm of his footsteps so well I could tell his mood by them, quick and light on a good morning, slower when the chart in front of him was a sad one. We shared the single decent stethoscope, the Littmann, because the others were junk, and twice a day I’d find it warm from his neck and put it around my own and it was an absurdly intimate thing, the warmth of a near-stranger’s body against the back of my neck, and I hated that I noticed, and I noticed every time.

We shared the patients, which meant we shared the long days and the worse nights, the four a.m. calls, the kid with the fever that wouldn’t break, the old man who fell. And there is a thing that happens to two people who do that work side by side—a syncing, a shorthand. By the second week I knew, without looking, that when I held my hand out he’d put the right instrument in it. He knew that when I went quiet over a chart it meant I was worried and he should come look. We developed the language two people develop when they’re keeping other people alive together, which is the oldest intimacy there is, older than romance, and I told myself that was all it was. Professional rapport. Two competent people. Nothing in it.

The town did not agree.

The town had decided things about us by the end of the second week, the way the town decides everything, in the booths at Lacey’s and the line at the pharmacy and the parking lot after church. I heard it in pieces. Saw Doc Greer’s two working all hours. That new doctor and Wren Calloway, thick as thieves. Course she’s not gonna let some new man waltz in—you watch, there’ll be sparks. The town had us in a story before we’d had so much as a single honest conversation, and the maddening thing about a small town is that it’s so often right, not because it knows you but because it’s seen the pattern a thousand times and is just waiting for you to walk into it.

I’d walk into Lacey’s for lunch and Lacey—my oldest friend, who has owned the diner since her daddy died and who loves me with the bossy, exhausting love of someone who’s known you since you were a snaggletoothed eight-year-old—Lacey would slide a plate in front of me and say, too casual, “So. The new fella.” And I’d say, “He’s fine,” and she’d say, “Mm-hm,” in exactly Patsy’s register, like they’d all been to the same school for it, and I’d want to put my head down on the counter and not get up.

On the Friday of the third week she didn’t let me off that easy.

The lunch rush had thinned to the regulars—two mill men in the corner, old Mrs. Pruitt working a crossword she’d been working for the better part of a decade—and Lacey came around the counter, which she only does when she means business, and sat down across from me in the booth and put her chin in her hand and looked at me until I put my fork down.

“What,” I said.

“I’ve known you since you lost your front tooth to the Cobbs’ porch step,” Lacey said. “I held your hand at your mama’s funeral. I’m the one who drove to Asheville and packed up that apartment after Derek left so you wouldn’t have to set foot in it. So don’t ‘he’s fine’ me, Wren Calloway. I’ve earned better than ‘he’s fine.’”

She had. That was the trouble with Lacey; she’d earned everything, and I still couldn’t give it to her, and she knew that too, and loved me anyway, which is its own kind of scar tissue, the kind two women grow over thirty years of one of them not being able to say the thing.

“There’s nothing to tell,” I said. “He’s good at the job. He’s going to buy the clinic. The town’s bored and it’s February and I’m the only single woman within shouting distance, so they’ve made me a storyline. That’s all it is.”

“Mm.” She reached over and stole one of my fries, which is how Lacey signals affection and also disbelief. “You know what I noticed? You’ve been into the clinic at six-forty every morning for nine years. And the last two weeks you’ve been in at six-forty looking like you slept on it.”

“It’s been a hard couple of weeks.”

“You’ve been doing your hair.”

“I have not—“ But my hand went up to it, traitor, and Lacey’s eyebrows went to the ceiling, and I dropped the hand and we both let the silence say what I wouldn’t.

Here is the part I didn’t tell Lacey, the part I’m only telling you because it’s the floor under everything else and you can’t understand the rest of the house without it.

His name was Derek and I loved him the way you love someone when you’re young and certain that being loved back will fix you. He was an engineer, transferred up from Charlotte to manage a job at the mill, and he was kind and he was steady and for two years he was patient with the parts of me that were broken, and I let myself believe—I let myself plan, which is worse—that patient was the same as accepting. We were going to be married in the fall. I’d bought the dress. It had long sleeves; even then, even with him, even with the man I was going to give the rest of my life to, I’d bought the dress with long sleeves, and if I’d let myself read that sign I’d have saved us both a great deal.

It came apart slow and then all at once, the way the fire did. He started looking at the scar when he thought I wasn’t watching, and then looking away from it, and then—this is the part—he stopped touching that side of me. In the dark. For months. He’d reach for me and his hand would find the edge of it and stop and reroute, every time, like a man stepping around a hole in the floor, until one night I caught his wrist and made him look at it in the light, made him actually look, because I was so tired of being stepped around, and I asked him—begged him, really, though I’d have died before I called it that—I asked him if it disgusted him.

And Derek, who was kind, who was steady, who had been patient for two years, took too long to answer. That was the whole of it. He didn’t say anything cruel. He took too long. And then he said, very gently, in the gentle voice that I have come to understand is the cruelest voice there is, ”It’s not the scar, Wren. It’s that you won’t ever let me past it. You’ve got more walls than skin.”

He left in the spring. You’ve got more walls than skin. I have carried that sentence for six years, longer than I carried the dress, which Lacey took to the consignment in Asheville so I wouldn’t have to. And the terrible thing, the thing that makes it a scar and not just a wound, is that he was right. That’s what a real cruelty is—it’s true. He saw the thing about me that was actually wrong, the wall and not the burn, and he named it on his way out the door and then he was gone, and what was I supposed to do with being seen clearly by the one person who’d decided to stop looking?

I built more wall. That’s what I did with it. I came home to Cedar Hollow and I poured everything I had into the clinic, into other people’s bodies, into being so good at caring for everyone that no one would notice I’d stopped letting anyone care for me. More walls than skin. I made it my architecture. I made it the whole house.

“He’s not Derek,” Lacey said.

I looked up. I hadn’t said any of
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