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​Chapter 1 – Freckles, Dirt, and Something New
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Cici Grace Manson



On a drastically cold evening in Huntington, West Virginia, I sat on the porch, a chipped mug of coffee between my hands, burning my tongue and numbing my fingertips. I wasn’t sure what hurt more—the sting of the coffee or the ache of remembering her.

I always used to think love would come easy.

That it would be the warm kind. Soft like summer.

But this love?

It came like frost in April. Unexpected. Bitter. Beautiful only from a distance.



They always said a woman’s place was in the kitchen. Or the nursery. Or six feet behind her husband.

I hated every bit of it.

I hated the way Mama clucked her tongue when I wore overalls instead of a dress. Hated how she said my freckles were “cute but unladylike.” I hated cleaning, cooking, sewing, smiling when I didn’t feel like it. And I sure as hell hated the idea of babies.

I didn’t want to mother anyone.

Didn’t want to be married off like a pig at auction.

I wanted space. Quiet. A good book and a patch of sun on my skin.



Papaw was the only one who ever really let me be.

He’d worked in the mines since he was twelve, had skin like leather and hands that smelled of smoke and sap. But he listened when I spoke. He didn’t laugh when I said I’d rather have a typewriter than a ring.

He was the first one to call me by my full name like it meant something.

“Cici Grace Manson!” he hollered from the barn that morning. “Get your tail outta that coffee fog and head to the schoolhouse! Bell’s gonna beat you again!”

I groaned and dragged myself up.

Always late. Never sorry.



School wasn’t the worst part of my day.

But it was close.

It wasn’t the teachers or the lessons—I liked learning. I liked the weight of books and the order of equations. What I didn’t like was the way boys tripped me in the hallway and girls whispered behind cupped hands.

“She wears boots like a farmhand.”

“Is she... poor?”

“She don’t even look at the boys. Think she’s sweet on girls?”

That one made my stomach turn. Not because it wasn’t true.

Because it was.

And because someone might figure it out.



Then, one Tuesday, everything shifted.

The door creaked open mid-lesson, and Miss June paused with the chalk halfway through a number line.

“Class,” she said, “this is our new student. May Anne Hatfield. Come introduce yourself.”

She stepped in slow.

Boots scuffed. Skirt just barely within regulation. Brown hair cascading over one shoulder like riverwater, tied at the end with twine.

She had her daddy’s mouth—that hard line Hatfield men were known for—but her mama’s eyes: greenish-brown and moody, like the woods before a storm.

No one spoke.

Not at first.

She didn’t either.

Just looked around the room like she already knew this place wasn’t home.

Then her gaze landed on me.

And she smiled.



It started small.

She sat in the row behind me the first day.

Then beside me the second.

By Friday, she was passing notes folded into triangles: “This class is gonna kill me.” “Bet Miss June’s hair’s fake.” “You always read so fast?”

I wrote back. Every time.

It felt dangerous. Like playing with matches.

But I kept lighting the fuse.



A week later, she asked if I wanted to walk home together.

We barely spoke at first.

Just shared silence like it was something holy.

Sometimes she’d hum. Sometimes I’d listen to the way her boots scuffed the dirt.

Then one day she said, “My brother died last spring. Mine collapsed. Daddy’s never been the same.”

I didn’t know what to say.

So I offered her a candy I’d saved from my lunch. The kind that stuck to your teeth and made the world quiet for a few seconds.

She smiled.

It was enough.



She came to my house once.

Mama gave her the side-eye the whole visit. Asked too many questions.

Papaw offered her lemonade and made her laugh with some dumb joke about the chickens.

After she left, Mama said, “That Hatfield girl’s got trouble in her bones.”

I just shrugged.

But something in me already knew: That’s what I liked most about her.



The first time I touched her, it wasn’t even on purpose.

She tripped on a root walking to the willow tree, and I caught her elbow. My fingers brushed her skin for less than a second.

But it left my hand burning all day.



The willow tree was our escape.

No one went there but us.

Years went on and our friendship grew as the willow tree was our place.

We’d lie in the grass, heads too close, laughing about things that weren’t even funny.

One day, I turned to her mid-sentence and saw her staring at me.

Not like a friend.

Not like anyone had ever looked at me before.

She reached up, brushed a strand of hair from my face, and whispered, “You have the kind of eyes people don’t forget.”

I didn’t know what to say.

So I said nothing.



The kiss came weeks after I turned sixteen.

Late afternoon. Rainclouds chasing each other across the sky.

We were hiding under the willow, waiting for the storm to break.

She leaned in.

Soft.

Certain.

Her lips tasted like cinnamon gum and sunlight.

My heart stopped.

Then raced.

I kissed her back.

Because I couldn’t not.

Because it felt like finally taking a breath after drowning.



When we pulled apart, there were no fireworks.

No angels.

Just wind in the grass and our shallow breaths echoing too loud in the quiet.

She looked down, thumb grazing her lip like maybe she regretted it.

I looked away, terrified I’d done something wrong.

But we didn’t speak of it.

Not then.

Not the next day either.



We still walked home together.

Still sat side-by-side at lunch, our elbows just barely touching.

Still passed notes in class.

But now the silence between us was heavier.

Like we’d built something together and didn’t know how to live inside it yet.



Then came the fair.

One of those sticky July evenings when the whole town showed up just to be seen. Boys throwing darts to win cheap stuffed animals, girls dragging their heels in too-tight shoes.

May and I wandered the rows together.

She didn’t hold my hand.

But she didn’t leave my side either.

Not even when Tommy Dawson offered her a caramel apple.

“Thanks,” she said, without a smile. “I’ve already got one.”

And she winked at me.

I didn’t know what it meant — not really — but I carried it with me the rest of the night like a secret medal.



Sometimes, I caught her watching me in class.

Just little glances. Never long enough for anyone else to notice.

She’d pretend to be doodling, but I could feel her eyes like a warm breath against my cheek.

Once, I passed her a note.


“What are we?”



She stared at it for a long time.

Then scribbled something back.


“I don’t know. But I don’t wanna lose you.”



That was enough.



We became more than friends.

And somehow... still less.

We didn’t kiss again.

We didn’t talk about that day under the willow.

But our friendship grew in ways other people couldn’t see.

She started bringing two biscuits to school, just in case I forgot breakfast.

I’d walk half a mile out of my way after school just to make sure she got home safe.

We stayed up late talking about the things we couldn’t say out loud: what it felt like to be trapped in a body everyone expected to belong to a man one day. What it felt like to hate the future everyone else was rushing toward.



Sometimes, she’d brush the back of my hand by accident. Sometimes not.

And sometimes I’d wake in the middle of the night aching for her laugh and hating myself for it.



There was a day she braided my hair behind the schoolhouse.

Just because.

Her fingers were slow, careful.

I swear my heart beat loud enough to shake the trees.

When she was done, I turned around, and she said, “You look like the kind of girl who could leave this place and never come back.”

I smiled. “Not without you.”



But even in all of that closeness... there was always a wall.

A fear.

Because love like this wasn’t allowed.

Not here.

Not now.



And so we stayed in the middle.

Too close to be just friends.

Too afraid to be more.

And that space between us?

It started to feel like the sharp edge of something waiting to break.
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Chapter 2: Unsaid Things
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Cici Grace Manson

––––––––
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THERE’S A KIND OF SILENCE you only hear in a house full of unsaid things. 

Mama clanged pots around the kitchen like she was mad at the biscuits. I stayed out of her way, sat at the table with my head in a book I wasn’t reading. I could feel her watching me when she thought I wouldn’t notice. Her eyes were always searching–like she was looking for something in me that just wasn’t there. 

“Why don’t you try brushing your hair, Cici?” she asked without looking up from the flour. “You’re gettin’ to the age where looks matter.”

I shrugged. “It’s just hair.”

“No, it’s not just anything,” she snapped, then softened her voice a touch. “You want a boy to look your way, don’t you?”

I didn’t answer. I just flipped the page in my book and bit the inside of my cheek. 

She went on like she hadn’t noticed the tension thickening the room. “Reverend Blackwell’s boy just turned eighteen. Real tall. Works steady at the mill.”

I imagined him trying to hold my hand and felt a wave of nausea. 

“Maybe you could sit next to him in service this Sunday,” she added. 

“I’m not goin’ to church this Sunday.”

Mama froze mid-roll. “And why in God’s name not?”

“Papaw and I were gonna ride out to the ridge. He wanted to show me where the honeybees nest.”

“That old man’s fillin’ your head with nonsense.” she muttered. “You need to be thinkin’ about your future. Your real future. A husband. A home.”
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