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Praise for healer by Carol Cassella

“A smart second novel. . . . Cassella excels at dialogue and creating distinctly colorful minor characters. . . . Cassella’s writing about medical care and ethics, pharmaceutical drug development and the conditions of migrant workers’ lives is moving and sophisticated; let’s hope this doctor has more stories to tell.”

—The Seattle Times

“Healer has much to recommend it. Claire and Addison’s relationship is rocked not by infidelity, but by their attitudes toward money. It’s a theme rarely explored in fiction these days, even as many people with lavish lifestyles find themselves in trouble with their mortgages. Cassella paints a clear picture of Hallum and its surroundings. Supporting characters, particularly in the medical clinic, shine. Cassella, a working anesthesiologist, has a keen ear and uses it to great effect to create realistic situations in which to place a nerve-racked Claire.”

—The Oregonian

“Healer is a story of steadfastness in the face of quiet desperation, of staying afloat in a sea of uncertainty simply because there is no other choice. Anesthesiologist Carol Cassella draws on both her professional and personal knowledge to propel the story of a family whose lives are on the ropes. . . . Cassella writes like a dream, with language that is lyrical and direct without being sparse. When she writes of Claire’s worry, and her struggles to find a way forward given the hand life has dealt, it’s personal . . . this is where Healer finds its resonance. Claire must find her way through changed economics, a story many will find familiar. . . . And Claire’s search for a new path is a redemptive journey, for Claire and for the reader.”

—The Denver Post

“Carol Cassella provides her engrossing second novel, Healer, with the kind of issues over trust that any couple could have. Cassella is especially good at conveying all the frustration, embarrassment and disappointment that Claire feels as she tries to settle into a temporary life in Hallam. Her medical background obviously helped with her first novel, Oxygen, and it helps again as she describes Claire’s halting attempts to make her way into the medical community of this resort town.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“In her second novel, Healer, Carol Cassella draws upon her own medical background to lend credence to the fast-paced, emotionally moving story of family relationships and sacrifices. It is easy to admire Cassella’s depiction of the strength of her characters Claire and Miguela, both mothers trying to do their best for their daughters. . . . Cassella’s creative storytelling makes Healer a novel that is a pleasure to read.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Carol Cassella’s sophomore novel is already attracting attention. Following her excellent medical drama Oxygen, Healer also touches upon the issue of immigration, while unraveling an intriguing mystery that lives up to the promise of her debut.”

—CultureMob

“Claire Boehning faces a bleak future when her privileged life ends abruptly in Cassella’s second novel (after Oxygen). Cassella (a real-life doctor) takes a hard look at a faulty health-care system to illustrate the power of money and class in this timely and multifaceted novel.”

—Publishers Weekly

“It’s tough to follow a spectacular debut like Oxygen, Carol Cassella’s striking first novel, with an even stronger second novel, but she’s done it with Healer. There are no blatant good guys and bad guys in Healer, no simple blacks and whites. Cassella’s characters come in myriad shades of gray that make up the complex psyche of all human beings. And when money competes with good intentions, Cassella doesn’t shy away from negotiating the murky ethical areas where profit and altruism collide, weaving questions of immigration, health care, and the power of big pharma into a page turning drama. I highly recommend this compelling new book by this remarkable author.”

—Garth Stein, author of The Art of Racing in the Rain

“A deeply powerful story about the intricate intersection of marriage, motherhood, and career. Clear-eyed and compassionate, Carol Cassella takes her readers on the roller-coaster ride of a marriage and family shaken by financial upheaval.”

—Erica Bauermeister, author of The School of Essential Ingredients

“Healer contains absolutely everything I love in a book—a strong, sympathetic female character, suspense that keeps you turning pages, and a deep and nuanced understanding of love. Cassella’s book is brilliant on all fronts. It is one of the most gripping and ingeniously crafted novels I have read this year.”

—Elin Hilderbrand, New York Times bestselling author of The Castaways
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For Kathie and Ray, who showed me
what marriage can be
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The body is a miracle, the way it heals. A factory of survival and self-repair. As soon as flesh is cut, cells spontaneously begin to divide and knit themselves into a protective scar. A million new organic bonds bridge the broken space, with no judgment passed on the method of injury. In her residency, Claire had treated a trauma patient who’d felt only one quick tug, looked down at her severed hand and wondered to whom on earth it might belong; even pain can be stunned into silence by the imperative to live.

As many years as it has been, Claire still understands the human body. She understands the involuntary mechanics of healing. But how an injured marriage heals—that remains a mystery.

This house feels so cold. Claire’s fingers had been a shocking white from the knuckles to the tips after she stripped off her gloves when they finished unloading the U-Haul a few hours ago. She should be somewhat warmer by now, indoors, but it’s as if the cold has worked its way into her core and radiates outward, chilling the room. They haven’t been out to the house since summer, and dust coats every surface; seed-shaped mouse droppings dot the sofa cushions and countertops. The pallid light seeping through the windows seems too weak to hold color; everything in the room is muted to a shade of gray.

Jory sits on a cardboard box with her arms hugged across her stomach, her hair draped around her shoulders. “When is Dad getting here?” she asks.

“Between business trips. He’ll come as soon as he can.” Claire says this calmly, soothingly, the way she tries to say everything to Jory these days; announcing breakfast cereal choices and packing instructions as if they were salves, verbal Vicodin or Xanax. She kneels to open the door on the cast-iron woodstove and crumples newspaper between broken sticks, watching Jory without watching. Hunting for other emotions behind her sullen anger. Claire strikes a match, shelters it inside her cupped palm until it burns plump and dependable, touches it to an edge of newsprint and a week of stock quotes flames into hot orange light. The smoke stings her eyes, she squints and closes the thick glass door, toggles the metal lever of the damper until the sluggish air inside the chimney rouses and twists silver-gray tendrils up into the night.

Jory is quiet for a while, then says, almost accusingly, “We don’t have very much wood.”

Claire flinches, hears it as, “Fathers build fires, mothers only turn up thermostats,” wants to retort that they have a lot less of everything they are used to, thanks to her husband. “We have plenty of wood out in the shed,” she answers. “I should teach you how to get the stove going.”

Jory ignores her, tucking her hands between her knees and turning toward the windows so that all Claire sees is the fall of gold hair.

“It’s a good woodstove,” Claire continues. The Realtor had told them that, hadn’t he? She hadn’t really cared at the time; they’d never expected to sleep here in winter. “I’ll call the furnace man tomorrow. And Dad can bring some space heaters when he comes.”

“School starts tomorrow,” Jory says. Claire chucks bits of wood onto the conflagrant pile and slams the stove door before they can spill out. “School starts tomorrow,” Jory repeats, taunting her now.

Claire looks up and answers her, for the first time today, in the voice of an equal. “It will be all right. There’s a school in Hallum if we stay very long.” She sees Jory’s stony expression and adds, “Or you can homeschool if you want. Whatever you want.”

Jory seems to grow smaller, as if she would clench herself into a tight ball. Her face is locked inside her crossed arms so that her voice is barely audible. “I want to go back.”

Claire sits on the ash-covered hearth and stares at the burning cinders tumbling against the glass like small animals scrambling to escape an inferno. “Well. There is no going back. Not yet.” The words come out as stern as a slap, not what she’d intended; she clenches her teeth at the sound. But other words still burn inside her head, words she chokes before she can hurt the people she loves—a litany of all they can’t go back to: no private school, no ballet lessons, no abiding trust that tomorrow will be the same or better than today. Not even the leeway to haggle for a fair offer on their lakeside home in Seattle.

It seems a perverse joke, Claire thinks, that after years of saving and insuring it had not been a fire or flood or disease that brought their world down. It wasn’t global warming or terrorism, no collapsing levies or tsunamis—none of the headline threats that had spurred her to restock their Rubbermaid emergency boxes and stash wads of cash in suit jacket pockets at the back of the closet. Instead, for Claire and Addison and Jory, it felt quite personal, like a precisely-placed bomb destroying only their lives, leaving their neighbors and friends to stand unscathed and sympathetically gawking.

Claire had discovered the first hint of their ruination smoldering in a declined Visa credit card on a Christmas shopping trip with Jory, buying, of all the ironic possibilities, a twelve dollar collapsible umbrella. She’d left a message on Addison’s cell phone warning him that their credit card number had been hacked, thinking the problem lay with the bank or the computer system. Surely they had been wronged by some outside force.

The daylight has almost faded but she doesn’t want to leave the fire even to turn on the light. It is easier with Addison away. The thought darts across the surface of Claire’s subconscious with the speed of an endangered bird. Jory is staring down at the scarred pine floor, oblivious to her mother’s distress. Claire can keep up a front for Jory—mothering teaches you that from the first reassuring smile you give your toddler after a tumble. But if Addison were here he would see through Claire, she is sure. He would see her doubt and then the doubt could become real—could become the edge of the splitting maul. It almost makes her want their life here to be too difficult without him. If they can make it alone, just Jory and her, what unites their family except the tenuous hold of memories?

Jory is shivering and Claire hunts around for a box that might hold sweaters. She rips packing tape off cartons of china and shoes and bedding, the gritty sound of tearing cardboard almost welcome in the face of Jory’s determined silence. In the third box Claire finds some of Addison’s ancient high school track sweatshirts protectively folded around candlesticks and vases and a favorite Waterford bowl. She tosses a sweatshirt to Jory and pulls another one over her own head, cinching the hood close around her face, smelling something familiar in the thick cotton: a musty hint of old wood, or even, she imagines, Addison’s gym locker, the indelible perfume of his adolescent sweat. She lines the fragile crystal pieces along the mantelpiece, dusting the bowl with her sleeve before she sets it down.

“Why are you unpacking that stuff?” Jory asks through her cloak of hair.

“No reason to leave everything in storage.” Claire unwraps a serving platter, searching her emotional reserves for some way to mitigate the desolation she hears in her daughter’s voice. “They’re pretty, aren’t they? We might as well enjoy them while we’re here.”

“They’ll just get dirty. Or broken.”

“Your grandmother gave us this plate, right before you were born.” Claire looks at her distorted image in the silver, imagines her own mother sitting down for dinner with them in this drafty room, pursing her lips as she serves herself slices of tomato or fruit tart while Claire tries to explain why they’ve moved. “Put it on the table for me, please?”

Jory doesn’t move. Claire sets the platter on top of another unopened box and stands up, brushes the ash off her blue jeans. “Let’s go into town for dinner.”

Without looking at her, Jory says, “I thought we couldn’t afford to eat out anymore.”

“We can’t.” Claire pats her pockets and kicks aside the newspapers scattered beside the woodbin. “Where did I leave my keys?”

•   •   •

Food helps. The cheaper and greasier the better, sometimes. Over a cheeseburger Jory starts to talk again: a conversation about hair straighteners—what is the ideal width of the irons? Can eyelash curlers really pull out your lashes? And ballet, of course, her friends at the dance school and what they think of the recital piece. Maybe she could get new pointe shoes mailed to her, since there is no place to buy them in this itsy town.

Claire has begun to view adolescence as a compartmentalized, revolving door. Openings flash by into different sectors of her daughter’s life and the trick is to stand close at hand, poised and ready to jump in. There is a time-warping aspect to it: a flash forward to Jory at eighteen, competent and hopeful; a glimpse back to Jory at eight, vocal, with fresh, uninhibited awe.

Claire pushes her French fries across the Formica table toward her daughter and rests her chin on interlaced hands. “We’ll drive back to Seattle when you need new toe shoes. It’s not so far if the passes are clear. We can make a weekend of it now and then. Get your friends together.” She doesn’t bring up the fact that there is no ballet school in Hallum Valley. “Once the furniture comes how about you invite some friends over here?”

“Like, to do what?”

“Ski. Hike. Mountain bike.” Claire eats another French fry, stalling to come up with something teenage girls might actually enjoy in Hallum. “I don’t know. What do you want to do?”

“Go to the movies. Shop. Hang out in the mall. Nothing we can do here.” Jory drifts into silence again. “Speaking of, where am I supposed to sleep tonight?”

“Were we speaking of that? Just share with me tonight.” The house is minimally furnished with a sofa they’d bought at a yard sale last summer, a set of folding metal chairs and a dining table. But until the moving truck arrives they have only the old double bed they’d squeezed into the U-Haul with some smaller boxes. “We’ll be warmer that way.” She expects Jory to balk at this suggestion, but instead her face softens, as if she’s been relieved of an unexpressed burden. It occurs to Claire that it is the very mattress Jory was conceived upon.

The waitress brings the check over and asks if they want any dessert. Claire orders two ice creams and a coffee only to postpone looking at the bill. Every penny of it will be borrowed; they are borrowing to pay interest on borrowed money. What’s another ice cream? Jory slides the plastic binder that holds the check toward herself and flips it open to see the total, then slaps it shut again and pushes it back to her mother. “Let’s say Dad finds a new investor next week. Can we buy our house back?” She flashes the comic grin that has always signaled she is near the edge, ready to snatch her feelings back at the slightest threat and turn everything into a joke.

Claire does her best to smile. Her mouth turns up, she can force that, but she can’t seem to make the rest of her face—her exhausted eyes, her knotted brows—go along. She wants to ask Jory how much she’s overheard behind closed doors, what rumors she’s picked up at school beyond the explanations Addison and Claire have given her. And at the same time Claire doesn’t want to know. She doesn’t have the heart to reassure Jory, yet again, that the family is the house, and thus it will go wherever they go and can never be sold or lost. But as if graced by a moment of precocious instinct, Jory averts her gaze from her mother’s face, suddenly intent on drawing faces in her melted ice cream. “We’ll find a better house this time. You get your pick of rooms,” Claire says. Jory lets out one short laugh without looking up and Claire can’t tell if she appreciates this effort at optimism or is scoffing at her mother’s simplification.

“So,” Jory says after a deep sigh, her tone altogether new, as if the prior sentences had been spoken by other people in some other place. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Unpacking. Dusting. Want to help?”

“No,” Jory answers, rocking back on her chair.

“Great! I get to decorate your room, then?” Claire asks, hungry for her own ice cream again.

“I thought I’d just paint bull’s-eyes around the spots of mildew on the walls. So what are you doing after you unpack?”

“After we unpack?” Claire picks up her spoon and pulls the sweet thick cream onto her tongue, a simple pleasure. Any topic feels easy to her now. “I might start looking for a job.”

“A job?” Jory sounds dumbfounded, and the front legs of the chair slam onto the concrete floor. “Doing what?”

Claire cocks her head at Jory’s incredulity, gives her a moment to backpedal before she answers, “Being a doctor. What else? Should I try to earn money as a professional mother?”

Jory considers this. She looks at her mother appraisingly, and a flash of the eighteen-year-old whips by. “I can’t see you as a doctor.” Claire shrugs and spoons a lump of ice cream into her coffee, watches the ivory whirl blend to an even chocolate hue. Jory’s snorts—the fourteen-year-old returns. “I mean, I know you’re a doctor. But you’ve, like, probably forgotten everything by now. I mean, how long has it been since you actually took care of a patient?”

“Well, how old are you?”

“Fourteen. And three months. And thirteen days,” Jory answers after a moment’s calculation.

“Okay. It’s been fourteen years, six months, and twenty days since I saw a patient,” Claire answers, remembering those last weeks in bed, unsuccessfully willing her own uterus to hold quiet and nurture Jory’s wispy lungs one more day, one more hour, to inch her over the line of survival. All Claire’s years of medical training would have felt absurdly pointless if the final price paid was losing this life inside her.

“God. Please don’t make me the first guinea pig,” Jory says. “So, are you going to wear a white coat and all?”

“I don’t know. Is that what makes somebody a doctor?”

Jory is quiet for a moment. She studies her mother with a skeptical look on her face that makes Claire feel oddly insecure. Or maybe it isn’t skepticism—maybe it’s embarrassment. Is she embarrassed to think about her mother seeing actual patients, possibly her own classmates, if indeed she deigns to attend school in Hallum?

Claire shifts uncomfortably in her seat and fingers the handle of her coffee cup. Then she tucks her hands between her knees and leans across the table confidentially, “Maybe you can help me write a résumé. Know how?” Jory shakes her head but sucks in her bottom lip, probably considering the opportunities she might wrangle out of this offer. Claire plunges on. “You could help me practice my interview. Or at least figure out what to wear.”

Jory picks up her Coke and holds the cold glass in hands cloaked by the stretched out sleeves of her high-necked sweater. It is a Renaissance look that suits her, thinks Claire, harmonizes with her waist-length hair and her pale skin—Juliet debating Paris’s proposal of marriage. Portia contemplating mercy. Or would the fouled fortunes in the Boehning household twist her into mad Ophelia?

“Well, whatever you do, don’t wear red. You know that red suit you have? You should ditch that suit, Mom. Sorry,” she adds in inauthentic apology.

“My black one okay?”

Jory shrugs and tips her glass up for the last sip of Coke, sucks out a ring of melting ice to encircle her folded tongue. “Caw ah fith yo heh?” Claire frowns, confused, and Jory swallows the ice. “Can I fix your hair?”

“What do you suggest?” Claire rakes her fingers through her hair.

“Bangs. To hide your wrinkles. And color the gray.”

“Do I have that much gray?” Claire had skipped her last hair appointment knowing what the bill would be, a childishly vengeful part of her imagining Addison marking their months of duress as he watched her hair grow out.

“Since Christmas you do. It actually looks kind of good on you, but nobody wants to hire somebody who’s old.” Jory postures for the anticipated lecture; a stilted confidence wavers in her eyes.

But Claire feels part of herself drain away, as if her core has suddenly shrunk inside her skin. Right now she has no stomach to cope with the fact that age can be an asset for a physicianw—if it comes with experience and credentials. She stands up. “Let’s go,” she says, shoving her arms into her coat.

Jory hesitates, her groundwork shifting beneath her. “I didn’t mean…”

“It’s all right. I just need to get the fire going or the house will be too cold tonight.”
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The fire is stone dead by the time they get home, no smoke at all from the chimney and the living room windows forbiddingly black. Claire wishes she’d left a light on, some beacon at the end of the long winding drive down through sagebrush and aspen to the house. The reflection of starlight off snow is the only illumination, an isolation that is more appealing when Addison is with them, when they have come to the country only to find respite from the city. She hands her cell phone over the car seat. “Call Dad. He’s probably back at his hotel by now.” She listens to Jory’s end of the conversation, overblown descriptions of unloading the U-Haul and the two of them wrangling the mattress up the narrow staircase, when will he get the Internet going so she can check her Facebook, what color she intends to paint her room here. He is never left waiting for the door to swing open on some pocket of her inner life. Claire parks and takes another two boxes out of the trunk, then knocks on the rear window of the car to get Jory to come inside.

“Hey, how did your meeting go?” she asks her husband when Jory finally relinquishes the phone. She tries, as always these days, to ask such a simple question as if their fate didn’t depend on it.

“Good. Pretty good.”

“Pretty good?” She pins one of the boxes between her hip and the wall of the house while she unlocks the door. Jory is huddled behind her, jumping from foot to foot to keep warm.

“What can I say? There are a lot of labs working on anti-angiogenesis drugs. I set up meetings with two companies next month.”

“So no contract talk.” Claire bites her lip, reminding herself again not to start every one of their conversations with a question about his work, pinning too much hope on an answer she knows she won’t hear yet.

“Nobody wants to commit right now, Claire. Even the giants are feeling the credit squeeze.”

She steps inside the house and slides the heavy box to the floor, presses her forehead against the closed door and clenches her jaw against the cold. “It’s down to seventeen tonight. They’re saying it’ll go below zero next week. I’m calling the furnace guy again tomorrow. We can’t get it above fifty-five without the woodstove.”

“Do everything you can to get him to repair this one.”

She hates the ominously sober note in his voice, the implication that he needed to tell her that. Every conversation seems to circle back to money, the vortex sucking them down faster than they can swim. She takes a breath and tries another stroke. “Is your hotel nice? Bring me some good soap if they have any.”

“It’s fine. I’m at the Sheraton. The conference in Chicago is at the Drake, but I might just stay at the airport.”

Claire sits down at the dining room table still wearing her coat and runs her fingers through her hair, pulling it back from her brow and massaging her scalp. “Addison. Just stay where the meeting is. Half the deals get done in the bar anyway—you always say that.” She slumps deeper in her chair and picks at the caked debris caught in the grooved tabletop. “I might try to type up a résumé tonight.” She says it bluntly, too tired to fake the cheerleader.

Addison chuckles as if this were a joke, but when Claire doesn’t respond he adds, “We can hold out another few months. You don’t really want to try this, do you?”

Now Claire laughs, so loud Jory’s face pops up over the back of the sofa. Claire drops her voice. “I just paid eighteen percent interest on a cheeseburger!” Out of the blue she remembers the going-away party her closest friends threw for her, organized at the last minute because Claire hadn’t had the nerve to tell anyone they were leaving Seattle until after the house had sold. They had brought her feminine, indulgent gifts—bath salts and brass boxes of herbal tea and a coupon for a spa day; baked casseroles she could freeze for the drive over the mountains. It had all been quite lovely until one of them asked how Addison was handling the disappointing news about his study drug and the others fell awkwardly silent. Her friend Anna, married to Addison’s biggest investor, had finally rescued the moment by joking that Addison could earn a million faster than Wall Street could lose it. But Claire hadn’t been able to get her spirits up again, their gifts now feeling like more unpayable debts.

Addison clears his throat and she can almost feel him grip the phone, swerving back toward a calmer discourse. “So. You guys okay there? You’ve got enough wood, I hope. Be sure to let the Hendlers know we’re in the house—they’ll call the police if they see smoke.”

“Yeah. I’m getting great at building fires. Bring some space heaters out next weekend though, would you? And mousetraps.”

“Sure. They’re on my list.” He sounds relieved to be given this purposeful assignment, so easily accomplished. She knows he will dictate a reminder note to himself as soon as they hang up—he has always loved making lists of tasks just so he can cross them off. She had caught him, on more than one occasion, writing down chores he had already finished. Once she had figured out her own birthday gift—her Audi—when she saw the checked-off reminder to call the insurance company.

Claire gets up and walks to a dark corner of the kitchen while Jory crouches by the woodstove crumpling paper into balls and sorting through the woodbox for smaller pieces. The kitchen sink smells of mildew; she turns on the hot water faucet to flush the drain. “Addison? Do you think, I mean, did you get the feeling anybody at the meeting has heard about why the review board shut the study down? Is that why you’re not getting new investment money?”

She hears him take a deep breath and almost wishes she could snatch the question back. “No. I don’t think so. That should be protected as proprietary information; nobody’s legally allowed to talk about it. Not even Rick Alperts.”

Claire wraps her arms more tightly around herself, shivering inside her down coat. “You haven’t run into him at any of the conferences, have you? Would he take that chance?” It is a ridiculous question. Rick is fueled by risk. But somehow it’s easier when they turn together against him, make Rick their living and breathing common enemy.

“I heard he’s back in California. People know we ran out of time—ran out of money—but nobody knows the details.”

“So you’re pretty sure he hasn’t talked to Nature or the Wall Street Journal?”

He laughs, but she can hear the tension in it. Even so his laugh still relaxes her, as it always has, skips her past the last months to remind her that one stupid gamble should not be allowed to ruin love. “No. Not yet, anyway. Sleep tight tonight, okay? I’ll see you Saturday,” he says.

On Wednesday morning she hangs her black suit at one end of the shower and turns the handle all the way to hot, hoping steam will erase the creases pressed into the material after being packed in a box for three weeks. She forgets about the blouse, though, and once she finds it, crammed into another box with silk scarves and lingerie, she has to button the suit jacket up to the top to hide the wrinkles. Dress shoes are in some other huge container, somewhere, labeled on one side or another with thick black marker MOM’S CLOSET. Around two in the morning on the last day before they had to be out of the house she had given up on neatness and begun pitching her wardrobe into any half-filled moving crate, most of them not yet delivered. She dives headfirst into the most likely container, its sides bulging with the weight of personal adornments, and comes up with a single black leather high heel. The other one turns up two boxes later beneath a clock radio, a Ziploc bag of perfumes and three Tumi handbags.

“Now your hair’s a wreck.” Jory stands in the doorway, swallowed inside Addison’s thick bathrobe, black circles of mascara bleeding under her eyes.

“Well. Matches my clothes, then. Dad forgot his bathrobe, huh?”

Jory shrugs and picks up a brush from the table, stands in front of her mother and lightly sweeps the tangles off her forehead, training locks of hair around the curve of her fingers. “Stand up. Turn around. You look okay. Not like a doctor. But okay.”

“Yeah, well, who needs nice clothes when you wear a white coat all day, anyway. You all right here alone for a few hours? There’s oatmeal. And a pizza in the freezer. I’ll go to the store tonight.”

“I’d be better if you’d gotten a TV hooked up,” Jory says, brushing her own hair now, winding the mass into a silken tower on her head and posing with the brush at her lips like a bristling microphone.

“At least we got the computer going. There’s a box of DVDs under the chair. I think we need some kind of dish for the Internet.” She props a full-length mirror against the wall, Jory now splay-legged on the bed behind her. It has been weeks since Claire wore anything except blue jeans and a sweatshirt, and the suit feels cut for a different woman. She smoothes the fabric over her abdomen and turns to see herself from another angle. The fit, she decides, is not the problem.

“So this suit’s all right?”

Jory rolls over on her back and stares at the ceiling. “Sure.”

Claire walks to the bed and leans over to fill Jory’s view. “I’m just talking to people at the hospital, Jory. We’ll probably be back in Seattle before I have to take a job. Okay? Don’t just eat chips and soda for lunch. Something with some protein in it. You should be able to call me on my cell phone. I’m pretty sure the signal reaches there.”

She picks up her Coach briefcase—perhaps the third use since she bought it ten years ago. Inside are the résumés she and Jory had worked all yesterday to create. Jory had gone to the town library to download templates, and pulled adjectives out of the air so the short facts of Claire’s relevant history might fill at least three quarters of a page. She has xeroxed copies of her medical degree, internship certificate and license tucked into the inner pocket of the briefcase as well. No one will ask to see them today, unless they take her for a complete charlatan. But they make her feel authenticated. She kisses Jory on the cheek and walks on tiptoes out to the car so her slender sharp heels will not break through the thin ice.
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There are three medical clinics in Hallum Valley and one hospital capable of minor orthopedics, low-risk deliveries, appendectomies and a rare exploratory laparotomy if the weather is too bad to get to a city. A ninety-minute drive gets you to Wenatchee, where almost any medical or surgical problem can be patched up. There are plenty of opportunities for a doctor to work. She tells herself this again, much as she did twenty years ago. Economies may rise and fall, wars can be won or lost, ruling powers conquer and be conquered in turn, and people will still need doctors. The size of the city shouldn’t matter. Health should be the equalizer of all human beings.

Claire had used this consolation to justify taking out her medical school loans; used it to fortify herself in the middle of the night when she groped for something stable and safe in the scary liminal zone of young adulthood while her mother railed on her to figure out a way to support herself. She would train herself in the art of healing—because no one could take that away from her. Security she could pack and carry in the protected space of her mind. Forever. So it had seemed, at least, when she was young and did not understand that one bad decision made in the middle of the night could leech away even the most fervent self-confidence.

The Sunrise Bakery is ten miles from their land—eight down small county roads and two more down the highway—almost as quiet as the back roads at this time of year. She parks the Audi in a pond of muddy slush, grips the door rim and pivots on the thin leather sole of a single pointed toe in order to plant one shoe on solid ground, soaking the other foot in a grimy melt of plowed snow.

It is a small place; six tables and a single booth, a big window lined with loose panes that rattle at every gust of wind. She waits for her coffee and looks around the room; a few retired couples reading the newspaper, two women in fleece vests talking in the corner, their hats still snugged down over their ears. One of them glances at her shoes and bites back a smile. Claire smiles at her and pays for the coffee. Then she steps through the slush again and drives home, changes into black jeans and snow boots, and drives across the mountain pass to the hospital.

Hallum had nearly turned into a ghost town three decades ago, shrinking with each graduating batch of offspring. Mining and timbering and farming had all been played out and the few made rich had moved on. Then Reaganomics seemed to manifest, and the golden spout of technology trickled money down in buckets, in tubs, in pools, in lakes. Hallum survived by cultivating two classes, the servers and the served, both sliding along the Teflon interface of tourist dollars. Thirty-year-olds dressed in REI vests and biking shorts bought second and third homes and then flat-out retired in search of the raw Northwest. They paved Issaquah and North Bend and Cle Elum and kept on, drove east in hybrid SUVs all the way across the Cascades to Hallum Valley, land the planet seemed to have held in waiting until superfluous income could inflate its only dependable commodity: breathtaking natural beauty. Stock options and initial public offerings were converted to five-bedroom log homes with solar panels and gasoline generators.

And so the town survived, flush and crowded on holidays and in summertime, sparse and quiet the rest of the year. Shops opened along the three-block main street; tractor dealers converted to mountain bike sales, feed stores put in stainless shelves stocked with whole-wheat pasta and imported olive oils. Even the Sunrise bought a Gaggia espresso machine and hired a barista. In a town where the split between the haves and the have-nots was once measured by the rust on one’s pickup, a new paradigm of “normal” had settled like invisible gas. Now the split fell between those with more money than a man could fathom and those who served them. Caught in the middle were the people who sold their dirt-dry farms with those breathtaking views or their family-owned businesses that catered to ranchers and orchardists, and then sat and watched as prices rose and rents rose and their money ran out.

Claire and Addison had bought their house here a few years after Addison sold his first biotech company, Eugena. Their friends all had second homes; it seemed almost logical to invest in the place they loved vacationing. But she had never considered how it would feel to have a Hallum PO box be her sole address. It colors her view of the small town as she drives through, as if the skin of it had been turned inside out. The simplicity of the clapboard-sided buildings, the wood rail fences, the absence of stoplights and neon and malls. All of it felt more punitive than peaceful when it came without choice.

The road follows the river, black as oil where it slides between its frozen banks, a contest between cold progress and solid ice. Small brown birds hover and light on straws of aspen chewed raw by the deer; a few horses stand inside a muddy pen, each with a rear fetlock cocked and ears low against their heads, as if resigned to be annoyed by the sharp wind all winter long. She thinks about Addison. She pictures him in some Hilton or Fairmont, in his silk and cashmere Barneys suit, getting ready for drinks and dinner while she runs the tank nearly empty in hopes of finding a cheaper gas station farther down the road. It’s almost funny that he’d made millions discovering a simple way to diagnose a deadly disease—ovarian cancer—a fortune built on bad news. And then all of it lost on the precipice of a cure. Ironic enough to be almost funny.

Sawtooth County Hospital is half an hour away over a shallow mountain pass between two neighboring valleys. It is surprisingly modern, but then what was she expecting? A line of double-wide trailers jury-rigged with a laboratory and X-ray machine? A log cabin with electricity and scrub sinks? In all the years they’ve been coming to Hallum they have never needed medical care beyond what Claire could piece together from her own first-aid kit; all she has verified has been the assurance they could be airlifted back to Seattle.

She follows signs to the back of the building near the emergency room entrance and parks in a visitors’ lot next to two ambulances. There is a helicopter landing pad to her left, and beyond that are rolling fields that climb and climb into hills and then into mountains spotted with dense green stands of ponderosa pine. At the lower elevations the shadows lace the snow blue on the undulating slopes. The tops of the peaks disappear into flat, gray clouds.

The lobby of the emergency room is uncharacteristically calm, at least compared to the inner-city public hospitals of her residency. An old man leans forward on his chair with his hands pressed against his eyes; his younger friend or son reads a newspaper to him, jumping from headline to headline as if he took no real interest in any of them. A few whining children squirm in their mothers’ laps, a few more squall behind shut doors, struggling against stitches or tetanus injections or close inspection of ears and throats. The triage nurse asks Claire if she is a new drug rep, and brightens when Claire answers that she’s a new doctor in town, hoping to meet the medical staff. The nurse doesn’t react to the self-conscious note Claire hears in her own voice and points the way to the offices down a hallway. The chief of medicine has taken the day off to go ice fishing, the woman says, but there should be a secretary around who can let her know his schedule.

The newly cleaned carpets smell of disinfectant vaguely camouflaged as citrus. The walls are covered in a shiny washable plastic; the chairs and love seats with industrial upholstery, all their colors muted to an unnatural hue by the fluorescent lighting. And the chill—hospitals are never warm. She remembers working call shifts, roaming the nearly empty halls of Harborview Hospital at three and four in the morning with a blanket wrapped around her like one of the homeless souls she doctored. She could be blindfolded and know the function and purpose of this building. It leaves her feeling even more out of place, an uninvited guest in a house she used to own. She should scrawl a name tag declaring her purpose here: “No, not a patient. Not a visitor. I’m one of you, an insider. I’ve just forgotten where I left the doctor in me.”

She puts her briefcase on a chair and pulls out one of her résumés. The top two-thirds encompassed ten and a half years of her life, from college until she left her residency three months before graduation. All she sees is the empty space at the bottom of the page; she would have to write a book to fill in that blank. It’s the details she’s left off that critically define her, she thinks. Everything had crowded together at the end. That last terrible call night working in the emergency room; patients were waiting eight, ten, twelve hours and both of her interns were busy in the trauma room. There hadn’t been time to listen to every complaint as carefully as she should. She had been overwhelmed. She didn’t learn the consequences of her triage decision until days later. She can hear her adviser’s voice as clearly in this lobby right now as she’d heard it in his office fourteen and a half years ago: “Every doctor makes mistakes. Medical instinct, that sense that someone’s sicker than they look, that’s not in a book, Claire. It takes years of experience. Take a day or two off. Get some rest.”

But the next day her uterus began the slow process of expulsion, doing the proper work of labor at the improper time. Jory was delivered almost three months early and Claire began the weeks of vigil in the neonatal ICU, willing the power of her mind and her love to do what her body could not: keep Jory alive. She remembers being enraged at fate, at God, at her corporeal self for its failure. There had been moments in the middle of the night, watching Jory’s doctors and nurses struggle, when Claire was certain this was punishment for her missed diagnosis. What part of it all had kept her from going back to finish her residency? She didn’t know. She had let the course of life make her decision.

She puts the résumés back in her case and snaps the lock shut. She should leave, she decides. It is a waste of everyone’s time to pretend she could take a job here; that she’s come for any grander purpose, if she drills her conscience, than to goad Addison, to prove that she will not stand by helpless. She looks around to orient herself, wanting to get to her car without going back through the emergency room. A woman with silver-streaked hair and a navy blue sweater buttoned tight over her white nurse’s dress walks out of the bathroom at the end of the hallway and fixes Claire in her focus, strides toward her with so much authority Claire wonders what rule she could have broken. The idea of explaining herself to this woman—to anyone—suddenly feels overwhelming. She opens her mouth to ask what the visiting hours are and the nurse halts in front of her. “They’re all at lunch.”

“I’m sorry?” Claire says.

“If you’re here to see any of the docs, they’re all in the cafeteria. Chief is out today.” She pauses just long enough to see Claire nod, then takes hold of her arm and marches across the lobby into a small, brightly lit cafeteria.

At a long rectangular table six or seven people laugh and talk, breaking into each other’s words like they spend so much time together they don’t filter their conversation around manners anymore, dive straight in for the punch line. Every other table seems sober in contrast.

The navy-sweatered nurse says, “Thursday’s burrito day. Nobody goes out. People from town drive over just for lunch on Thursdays. I’m Marti. I didn’t catch your name. How should I introduce you?”

“Claire. Claire Boehning.”

“Ms. Boehning, meet our staff docs. And a few interlopers. One good look and you’ll decide to stay healthy. Jim, they want to know if you need contrast on that CT. Can I get you a cup of coffee?” she asks, turning back to Claire.

Thank God she had changed her clothes. There are five men and two women at the table, dressed in jeans, khakis, lined fleece shirts; not a white coat among them. Not… doctorly, she thinks. But the last time she had lived and worked in the world of medicine she had been in academics, where rank and role were clearly and constantly defined. They are all within ten or so years of her age, all but one—a tall, white-haired man well past retirement age. One of the youngest, a puff-cheeked fellow with a chin cleft, reaches out to shake her hand. “Have a seat. Don’t let these guys scare you. Z. Make room for her.” The elderly man scoots his chair and Claire slides into a seat at the end of the table. A plate of tortillas sits in the middle and she wonders if Jory has eaten.

Marti brings her a cup of coffee and sits at the other end of the long table. “So you’re looking for a job.”

Claire smiles, glad not to be the first to say it. “Do I look unemployed?” Her voice comes out higher than normal; she tries to relax her throat.

“Nobody around here carries a briefcase unless they’re selling something, and we know all the reps. Are you a nurse?”

“A doctor. We just moved here. My family.” She pauses a beat. “My daughter and I.”

“How old is your daughter?” asks one of the women.

“Jory’s fourteen. We moved out from Seattle last week. But we’ve owned property here for a few years, on Northridge Road—outside Hallum.”

“Where on Northridge?” This from the man two down, a gaunt blond with bangs cut perfectly straight across his forehead as if he’d done them at home with sewing scissors, his voice melodic enough to mitigate his stern face.

“About eight miles out. There’s an old homestead there, with an apple orchard.”

“Oh, you’re at the Blackstock homestead. Is that right? That’s a nice piece. I bike around there. What are you going to do with the house? I’m Steven Perry, by the way. Surgery.” He stands up to stretch over the others and shake her hand.

Claire nods and takes a sip of her coffee, a quick flash of their tabled house plans pushed out of her mind. “Yeah. We feel lucky to own it.”

“What’s your specialty?”

“Family practice.” She says it calmly enough, knowing the answer implies all the things she isn’t—board certified and experienced. “We aren’t sure how long we’ll be living here yet, but I thought I’d introduce myself. Find out who might be looking for help if we stay.” She starts to add more, but leaves it open-ended, shrugging her shoulders in a quick half apology. They introduce themselves then, going around the table with names and specialties she tries to memorize but finds no space for, too preoccupied with guessing what she might have to explain next.

“You should stop by Kit’s place, south of town along the river road,” a pediatrician named Jenna says. “She’s been busy. I don’t know if she’s advertising, but I can call her up.” She turns to Marti. “Richardson just hired a nurse practitioner, so he’s probably stretched. What about Alton?”

Marti shrugs. “Maybe. He says he’s losing so much money he’s thinking of moving to Wenatchee. He’s a bald-faced, cheapskate liar, though.” And she laughs. “Z? How about you? Aren’t you ever going to retire?” Marti looks across at the white-haired man next to Claire. She has assumed, with his silent, observing passivity, that he is a part of this gathering only through social history, quiet, perhaps, with the winding down of age. Only after Marti singles him out does he introduce himself. “Dan Zelaya.” His hand is rough as a rancher’s, the hand of a man who uses his body more than his mind to earn a living; the joints stiff and knotty but firm in grip. He wears a string tie and a white pearl-snap shirt—a neat row of enameled buttons with little silver rings around them and blue embroidered trim work. All that is missing, Claire thinks, is a cowboy hat.

Marti gets more enthusiastic as she goes on. “Dan, you’ve been running the busiest clinic in the valley with one nurse and a box of old Band-Aids. Hire this woman and take Evelyn to Arizona for the winter.”

The table erupts with laughter, though Claire can’t tell if it is about the pecuniary limits of his clinic or the idea of heading south. Dan winks at her and lifts a large felt cowboy hat off the seat next to him; his long, angular fingers close over the entire crown with room to spare. The hat has the same silver snakeskin rope around the brim that encircles his neck, silver-tipped tassels that click when he settles it over his white hair. “Never get her house fixed up if she works with me.” Then he stands up, taller than she had expected, and takes his leave.

Steven pulls a prescription pad out of his shirt pocket and writes down names and directions for Claire. The table slowly empties; even Marti finally excuses herself to return to the ward. Claire finishes her coffee and watches the patients leaving their own tables, plays a game of guessing their diseases, stopping short of trying to recall differentials and treatments. She has danced this initial foray into Hallum’s medical universe nimbly, she decides, diverting any details about why they had left Seattle. And never once had she reached into her briefcase to pull out her makeshift résumé.
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Jory is asleep when Claire finally gets home, though it is past three. She is the elongated mound buried under three down comforters piled on the double bed, the quiet breath in the otherwise still room. Claire stands in the doorway after a brief survey of the clutter throughout the house—identical to the clutter left behind that morning. Jory has slept her day away in the certainty that one of the adults in her world will carry her steadily on to the next milepost.

But Claire needs to move around, the best diversion she’s found so far. She hunts in the closets until she finds a small electric fan and props it in front of the woodstove to draw the meager heat deeper into the room. Corrugated boxes are stacked on the peeling kitchen counters, shoved up against the walls and piled at the bottom of the stairs waiting to be carried up, and these are only a fraction of what was packed onto the moving van. Most are labeled with a room that doesn’t exist here: Mom’s study, walk-in closet, library, guest powder room, butler’s pantry, media room.

This house has no such discretionary rooms. It is a single tall box divided into four spaces, two bedrooms sharing a bathroom upstairs, and one large living room and a small kitchen down. There is another box, too, a utility alcove and tiny toilet stall shunted underneath a low shed roof adjacent to the kitchen—probably added in the forties when the house was finally electrified. Last spring break Claire let Jory and her friends paint all the kitchen cabinet doors in enameled reds and blues and yellows—the only vibrant colors in the house.

There is a large porch running along the front, with the broken remains of decorative wooden corner pieces at the joints between post and beam, resembling quartered wagon wheels. Four wide plank steps drop down to the land, which spreads in liquid undulations across eighty acres until it dives five or six hundred feet to the valley floor. Back when this county was first developed, first taken from the Indians, people probably considered the entire ranch their dwelling, at least seasonally. Back when the interior of a house afforded little more than protection from wind and rain.

There is a barn, too—the kind people stop to take photographs of on leisurely Sunday drives with no destination in mind. It is useless, really, but for nostalgia—it lists so much Claire has warned Jory not to play inside it alone for fear that it might collapse in the least wind. And beyond the aspen groves there is even a shallow stream that empties into a dredged cattle pond clean enough for swimming in the summer, when the earth blisters and the grass is so dry it sounds like the rustle of snake skins.

They had looked for property in the Okanogan area for more than two years, driven over a thousand square miles east of the Cascades. Addison seemed to have some particular vision in mind, a cutout that necessitated an exact fit, a missing piece for his entree into the privileged world. He wanted something bold, the seed for a family dynasty. Claire teased that he’d watched too many episodes of Dallas as a kid. But at least once a month they drove over the mountain passes to wind through the valleys and along the rivers that fed the Columbia.

Addison had finally found this place on a solo trip, a weekend Claire and Jory had stayed in Seattle for a ballet rehearsal. Claire knew the minute she answered his phone call that they would own it—Addison was ready to write the check, a cash-out deal. Claire didn’t even see it until after she’d signed the papers, a fact she now takes as a bitter example of how freely, even gladly, she had given up asking where their money went. The supply had seemed endless.

The house had been built at least ninety years ago, directly over a burned-down homestead cabin, one of the first in the region. In its time it must have been quite the showcase, with indoor plumbing and a second story, sunk into a broad sweep of Idaho fescue; the original vegetable garden had long ago wasted to a scar of Barnaby and mustard tumbleweed that delineated the plowed rectangle as clearly as any deer fence. This land was so different from the rainy west side of the Cascades; with barely enough water to scrape by, the native bunch grasses reliably succumbed to opportunistic weeds anyplace the soil was disturbed. An apple orchard had been planted in an atypical era of heavier rains, and the trees, long gone to ruin, watched over the house like an audience of craggy old men. Jory said they looked like the wickedly enchanted trees in The Wizard of Oz, ready to throw rotting apples at these invading city folk.

The house had seemed familiar to Claire somehow, from the very first time they bumped down the winding, overgrown driveway. The cracked windows, the knob and tube wiring, the peeling wood siding, the very fact that it had lain untouched for so many decades conjured for her both possibility and reminiscence. She had walked through the chilly rooms trying to imagine the family that built this home—the Blackstocks—back when the land could be had for nothing; imagined how hard they must have worked these fields until too many years of drought forced down the harsh truths about dry-land farming. The ranch had been leased for cattle grazing after that, but the Realtor had no record of anyone else inhabiting the house. Claire wondered if there had been children, more than one; whether it was purely the shifting of climate and crop that drove them out, or if divorce or disease and death had emptied the house. It felt important, somehow, to believe that it had been abandoned because the settlers had moved on to good and hopeful things, that the bones and dust here remembered more joy than capitulation.

Claire takes a Costco-sized pack of Clorox wipes out from the box labeled CLEANING SUPPLIES, and starts scrubbing the counters and cabinet shelves, sweeping flecks of insect wings and mouse droppings into a garbage bag. She crouches to pull a package of paper towels from behind the steel P trap under the sink and abruptly scrambles backward, striking her head on the bottom of the counter when a mouse skitters across her hand and disappears through a gap in the cabinet panels.

The smell is overwhelming, the sour, yellow odor of mouse urine. The shrink-wrap around the paper towels has been gnawed into a ragged hole, and the towels themselves shredded into a cushioned nest of fluff and excrement. Three naked, fetal mice blindly claw the exposed air that was a safe universe only seconds ago. She crouches, breathes through the sweet wool of her sweater sleeve, trying to remember the incubation time for hantavirus. They would have to be alive, of course, she thinks. No longer than the end of her smallest finger, the color of a new pencil eraser. She gets to her knees and hunts out the plastic dustpan, angles it beneath the pipes to scoop up the infant mice. One rolls ahead of the flange, risks being crushed against the wall, and she uses the soft edge of a sponge to flip it gently into the pan, gives herself a minute to accept that she is going to jettison them into the snow.

She carries them far enough from the house so they will be invisible from the windows, but rather than fling the weightless contents out to scatter wherever gravity carries them, she deposits them gently, even considers burying them. It might be faster that way. The low sun angle shadows every wind-driven gully as deep as a cavern.

Coming back in she stamps the ice off her boots and turns to shut the door behind her, stifling a gasp when she discovers Jory standing there, wrapped like a winter bride in one of the white down comforters.

“What were you doing out there?” Jory asks.

Claire brushes her hair back, careful not to touch her own face with her contaminated hands. “Nothing. I’m cleaning.” She rests the dustpan against the wall. “I thought you were sleeping.”

Jory is silent, and Claire leans forward to kiss her forehead. “I’ve gotta get to the store. What do you want for dinner?”

Her habits are still city habits; running to Whole Foods for a single meal, expecting to find the flaked salt and saffron stems and arborio rice for the dish she’s craving. In Hallum it is eleven miles to the Food Pavilion where she settles for Morton Salt, McCormick curry powder and Uncle Ben’s. But there are advantages, too, she decides, to the rural truths of living out here. This store is amply stocked with mousetraps and poisons.

Claire stacks her cart with enough groceries to get them through the week. She buys all the basics—spices and oils and vinegars, coffee and flour and sugar and tea bags—too tired to remember if she packed the contents of her kitchen cabinets into the U-Haul or left them behind for the moving truck. The cart becomes so laden it threatens to careen at any subtle slant in the floor. When there is little room left she goes to the far corner and studies the choices for ridding their home of the rodents who have run freely for the last decade or more. There are all sorts of contraptions and devices—a whole science of extermination. There are those that trap and kill through starvation and thirst, those that quickly electrocute, those that flavor poison as nourishment for mothers to take back to their babies; and the Havaharts, for the softhearted souls who want to believe that throwing them out in the snow is not equally fatal. She puts two Havaharts on top of the food and heads to the checkout stand, but thinks again about the distance to town and the knot on the back of her head. She asks the clerk to wait while she runs back to grab a box of d-CON.

Hallum has folded up for the night. Other than the lone bar at the other end of town, the grocery store is the last business to close. Strings of tiny white Christmas lights are still draped around a few gift store windows, the single streetlight at the end of the block shines on empty parking spaces and deserted sidewalks—no theater, no neon, no cruising teenagers marking territory with booming music.

A fine mist has crystallized into a stinging cold. Her gloves lie on the front seat; she can see them through the window. By the time she’s packed the groceries into the trunk her fingertips have gone so numb she can’t puzzle the key into the front door slot, and every passing locked-out second makes her hands stiffer, clumsier, winds her up in frustration until she wants to kick the door.

“Señora?”

Claire jumps when she hears the voice, sucks in a draft of freezing air so quick and deep it burns and her keys fall into the snow underneath the car. A woman is standing in the gutter only a few feet from the car, dark-haired and darkly clothed enough to be nearly invisible in the icy fog. Claire’s heart pounds so hard she is startled into confusion. The woman awkwardly backs up onto the sidewalk, nearly slipping on the icy lip of the curb, “Discúlpame. Sorry!”

There is such a sincere apology in her tone Claire doesn’t need the translation. The voice is small—or rather, from a small person—and when Claire calms down enough to focus she can see the woman is compacting her slight body into a stanchion against the freezing night wind, her arms locked around herself. She is dressed in a buttoned-up cardigan and jeans. A knit cap, pulled low over her hair, and mittens are the only hint of seasonable clothing. Claire starts to ask her if she needs help, but the habits of the city rise up before logic and she looks down the block and behind her into the street, which is swallowed up by the night only a dozen yards from the store lights. A single set of taillights is just turning the corner. “Do you need something?” Claire asks. The woman shakes her head, seems almost embarrassed by the question. Claire glances another time over her shoulder and bends down to retrieve her keys. She unlocks her door and tosses her purse onto the seat beside her gloves, standing between the open door and the safe interior of her car. The store is closing—banks of fluorescent lights shut down in a series along the ceiling, from back to front, until only the glow of freezer cases and the green flickering of the registers show through the glass doors. The staff must have left through the back door. “They’re closed,” Claire says, then feels silly for stating the obvious. “Do you speak English?” The woman shrugs her shoulders. “Habla inglés?”
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