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The Lit Window
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The fire had burned down to its red bones by the time Paige came home, and she stood a moment in the doorway with the cold still clinging to her, letting the dark of the cottage settle around her before she asked anything more of it. Snow had worked its way into the seams of her boots on the walk back from the Aldous croft, where a child had spent the long dark fighting a fever that broke, at last, in that grey hour when the world has not yet decided whether to be morning. She had held the boy's mother by both hands and told her the worst was past. She had watched the fever go the way she always watched it go, drawing back off the small body like a tide off a flat, and she had said the things that wanted saying, and she had taken the loaf the woman pressed on her because refusing would have cost the woman more than the bread did, and then she had come home through the snow alone.

The loaf sat on the table now, still faint with warmth through its cloth, and she did not sit down to eat it.

There was the kettle to see to first. She set it over the coals and crouched to coax the fire back from its embers, feeding it the dry kindling she kept stacked by the hearth in a basket that had been Hedda's, in a cottage that had been Hedda's, full of jars still labelled in Hedda's small upright hand though two winters had passed since the hand that wrote them went still. The flame caught and steadied. The familiar smells of the room came up with the heat — beeswax and dried yarrow, woodsmoke and the green ghost of the herbs that hung in bunches from the beam above the worktable, faded now to grey in the deep of winter but still letting go their oils when the warmth reached them.

Through the doorway to the back room she could see the bed, made and cold, the coverlet smoothed exactly as she had smoothed it the morning before, and the morning before that. She told herself, as she always told herself, that the chair by the fire was only the practical choice — closer to the door, should a call come in the night, and a call so often came in the night — and she pulled the blanket from its arm and settled into it without quite admitting that the bed had not been slept in since the first frost, and would not be slept in until the thaw, and that some part of her had stopped expecting it ever to be slept in at all.

Hedda's satchel she set by the door where it always stood, the strap gone dark and supple with forty years of one woman's hand and two of another's, packed and ready, because a healer who had to pack when the knock came was a healer who arrived too late. That was the first thing Hedda had taught her. There had not, in the end, been time for many of the others. The old woman had gone the way the very old sometimes go in the hard months, quietly and between one visit and the next, and Paige had laid her out and walked her to the green and come back the same evening to a fever in the cooper's house that would not wait for grief, and had simply gone, and had not, she thought now, ever quite come back.

Sleep took her in pieces, the way it did. The light through the shutters went from black to the thin blue of a winter dawn, and the village began its small noises beyond the wall — a door, a dog, the creak of the well-rope at the top of the lane — and she rose before she had decided to, because there was no morning in Thornmere that did not have something in it that wanted her.

Bread eaten standing at the worktable, half a heel of it with a smear of honey from the jar, because sitting felt like a thing you did when the day was done and the day was never done. The water for washing she heated and did not waste. By the time the sun had cleared the shoulder of the moor she had checked the cooper's youngest, who was mending; left a tincture for old Sefton's chest with strict instruction he would ignore; and walked the length of the lane twice over with the satchel on her shoulder, nodding to the women breaking the ice on the troughs, stopping where she was stopped, which was often.

There was no door in Thornmere she did not know the inside of. She knew which families kept the fire in the front room and which the back, which thresholds sagged and which steps had given way and been mended badly, which old men would tell her they were perfectly well in the same breath they reached for the wall to steady themselves. She knew the cooper's wife was afraid of losing another in the spring and would not say so; she knew the smith's hands had begun to ache in the cold in a way that frightened him; she knew, the way she knew the contents of her own satchel, the small private weathers of two hundred lives. They came to her with all of it, and she carried all of it, and not one of them, it occurred to her sometimes in the grey end of a day like this, knew so much as which side of the bed she slept on — or that she did not sleep in it at all. When the baker pressed a still-warm bun into her hand at the corner and folded her fingers shut around it and said, you, eat that, now, while it's hot, she said her thanks and tucked it into her pocket for later and did not eat it, and the not-eating was so small and so practised that she did not even notice she had done it.

"You're the healer." The voice came from the top of a drystone wall, where a girl of ten or eleven sat with her boots swinging and her breath smoking in the cold, entirely unbothered by the drop behind her or the frost on the stone beneath her. A crofter's child by the look of her mended coat, with a scab on one knee gone through the wool and a directness in her face that had not yet learned to apologise for itself.

"I am."

"My mam says you don't sleep."

"Your mam exaggerates."

The girl considered this with the gravity of someone weighing a coin she suspected was false. "Wren," she said, as if Paige had asked, which she had not. "When I'm grown I'm going to do what you do." And then, before Paige could find an answer to that — before she could decide whether the thing rising in her throat was a laugh or something with more weight in it — the girl had slid off the wall and gone, running flat out toward the crofts with the careless certainty of a child who had never once doubted she would be caught if she fell.

The street kept its hold on her after that. Somebody's hinge wanted oiling and somebody's grandmother wanted talking to, and the morning went the way the mornings went, in a hundred small givings that each cost almost nothing and that came, by the short grey end of the day, to everything she had.

It was full dark again, and snowing in earnest, by the time she let herself into the Crossed Spoon, and she had not meant to go in at all — had meant only to pass it on her way home — but the light fell out of its windows across the white street so warmly, and the smell that came out with the light when the door opened ahead of her for someone else was so thoroughly of woodsmoke and mutton and the inside of other people's evenings, that her feet had carried her in before her sense had been consulted.

"Sit down before you fall down." Edith Crane did not look up from the tankard she was filling, which was its own kind of marvel, that a woman could see across her own crowded room without appearing to look at any part of it. She was broad and red-cheeked and her sleeves were shoved past her elbows as they always were, summer and winter, as though the work of the inn were a thing she had rolled up to wrestle and never quite pinned. She set the tankard in front of a carter without breaking her stride and came around the end of the long table wiping her hands on her apron. "You've got the look of a woman who ate her last proper meal when Hedda was still alive to cook it."

"I'm only tired, Edith."

"You're only tired." The way she said it back made the words sound like something Paige ought to be ashamed of. A bowl appeared, set down hard enough to speak its mind — barley and mutton, the broth gone gold and thick at the edges — and a spoon laid beside it with a firmness that dared her to argue. "Eat. I'll not have it said I let the healer waste away on my own doorstep while I served ale to men with twice her flesh and half her use."

The bowl steamed up into Paige's face, and her stomach turned over with a hunger she had not let herself feel all day. She picked up the spoon. She did not, she noticed, sit all the way down — perched on the bench-end with the satchel still on her shoulder and one foot turned toward the door, the way she always sat, the way Hedda used to scold her for sitting, as though the chair were a thing she was borrowing and might at any moment be asked to return.

"There," said Edith, watching her eat with an attention that made the eating harder. "Was that so terrible." She lowered herself onto the bench across the way, and for a moment the noise of the room went on around them — the fire, the talk, a fiddle starting up somewhere in the smoke and giving up again — and her bluntness gentled into something Paige liked less, because she had no defence against it. "She'd not have wanted this, you know. Hedda. She didn't take you on so the village could wear you down to a nub the way it did her."

The spoon stopped on its way up. "I'm not worn down."

"No." Edith's mouth did something that was not quite a smile. "You're only tired." She reached across, then — reached for Paige's free hand where it rested on the table, just to cover it, just the warm broad weight of a hand on a hand — and Paige drew it back before she had thought to, drew it back to tuck a strand of hair that did not need tucking, and saw the small thing move across Edith's face, there and gone, the registering of a door that had shut so often the shutting was no longer remarked upon.

"I should get on," Paige said. "Before the snow shuts the lane."

"Aye." Edith stood when she stood, and did not press it, which was its own mercy. But she filled a smaller pot from the broth and pushed it into Paige's hands at the door, lidded and wrapped, and said, "For your morning. Don't argue with me, I've not the patience left tonight," and Paige took it because taking it was easier than the alternative, and stepped out into the white.

The green was a held breath under the snow. She crossed it with the broth warm against her ribs, and where the lane began its climb she met Oris coming the other way with a lantern, the headman bundled to the eyes and walking the careful walk of a man who has buried his pride along with his youth and goes slow now to keep both unbroken.

"Healer." He lifted the lantern as though to be sure of her. "Out late."

"As are you."

"Walking the bounds." He said it the way men say the things they do because their fathers did them. The light swung between them and caught the snow falling and made a small bright room of the dark, and in the courtesy of standing a moment together against the cold there was the whole shape of the village, its care and its caution both. "Aldous boy mended, I hear. That's well." A pause, the lantern hissing. "You'll have come up past the wood."

"I came the low way."

"Keep to it." He shifted his feet, and the gold at the edge of the light shifted with him. "There was a howl off the tree line last night. Caleb says it's only the wolf at the wood's edge, the Steele — " He stopped, and chose the gentler word the way the village always chose it, the word that pitied without naming. "Only the one that bides out there. Caleb leaves it what it needs and it troubles no one. Still." He looked at her with something almost like kindness, which was to say with the village's idea of kindness, the kind that fences a thing off for its own good. "A woman alone's no business up by the eaves of the wood after dark. Best leave the wood to itself, and itself to the wood."

"I always have," Paige said, and it was true, and saying it she felt the smallest tug of something she could not have named — not quite a question, not quite a memory, only the awareness of a place she had spent her whole life not walking toward.

"Good night to you, then." Oris touched the brim of his hood and went on with his lantern, and the small bright room went with him, and the dark came back over the green like water closing.

The lane was steeper for the snow. By the time she reached her own gate her breath was ragged and the broth had cooled in her arms, and she stood for a moment looking back the way she had come, down over the roofs of Thornmere with their thin chimney-threads, the houses banked and shuttered and holding their warmth close. Hers was the one window still lit at the far quiet end. It was always the one window still lit — she knew this the way you know a thing about yourself that others have told you so often it has stopped being yours to dispute. The midwife two doors down had said it once, fondly, that you could find your way home in any weather by the healer's window. As though a lit window were a comfort, and not simply a woman who had not yet been allowed to put out her own light.

Inside, the fire wanted feeding and she fed it. The cottage took her back the way it always took her back, without comment, the jars in their rows catching the new firelight along their shoulders, the herbs giving up their faint green breath again as the warmth climbed the wall, the whole small room folding around her like a thing that had been holding its shape all day waiting for her to come and fill it. The broth she set by the hearth for the morning she would not, she already knew, sit down to take it at. The bun was still in her pocket, gone cold and forgotten, and she set it by the broth, and looked at the two of them sitting there, a baker's kindness and an innkeeper's, given freely and saved for a later that somehow never came, and felt the old tiredness that was not in her body at all. The blanket was where she had left it on the arm of the chair, and the chair was where it always was, turned a little toward the door.

She did not light the candle by the bed. There seemed no reason.

It was then, with her boots half unlaced and the cottage ticking around her as it gave back the day's cold to the night, that the sound came. It came from up the slope, from the black line where the last field gave itself over to the trees — a long low note, rising, neither the cry of a hurting animal nor quite the call of a hunting one, a sound with too much in it for either, a sound like a question asked into a house where everyone has gone to sleep. It went up into the falling snow and hung there. And then it stopped, the way a thing stops when it has understood that nothing is going to answer it, and the silence that came after was somehow the larger sound of the two.

Paige stood very still in the middle of her own floor with one boot in her hand.

She thought of the broth cooling by the hearth, that she would not take. She thought of Edith's hand on the table and her own hand drawn back. She thought, without wanting to, of a fence built around a thing for its own good, and of a window that was always lit, and of how long it had been since anyone had stood in the dark on the far side of her own door and made a sound that meant come, that meant here, that meant you, and how she had grown so used to being the one the village called for that she had quite forgotten there was any other way for a voice to carry across the snow.

The wood kept its silence. So did she.

After a while she set the boot down by its fellow, and banked the fire for the night, and lay down in the chair beneath the blanket with her face toward the door, and listened — though she would not have called it listening, would not have given it that much — for a long time, to a sound that did not come again.

Out past the last field, the snow went on falling into the dark of the trees. And the one lit window in Thornmere burned on at the quiet end of the lane, the way it always did, until very late, and then at last went out.
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The knock came in the blue before proper light, three slow raps with a pause between the second and the third, and Paige knew before she had the door open that it would be Caleb, because Caleb was the only soul in Thornmere who knocked as though apologising for the door itself. He stood on her step with the snow to his knees and his breath hanging white about him, a big weathered man gone still with cold and something else, his hat in his two hands the way a man holds his hat at a graveside, and he did not say good morning, because Caleb did not waste words he had no use for.

"You'll not have slept," he said instead, looking at her face.

"I slept enough."

He turned the hat once in his hands. The smell of him came in on the cold — pine resin and pipe-smoke and the deep cured-leather smell of a life lived more out of doors than in — and behind him the lane went down grey and unbroken toward the sleeping roofs, no track in it but his own, which told her he had come the long way round so as not to be seen coming. That, more than the hour, was what made her reach for her shawl.

"I've a thing to ask," he said, "that I've no right to ask. And you've every right to shut the door on it." He looked past her shoulder to the fire, then back. "It's the wolf."

The word sat between them in the doorway. From somewhere down the lane a cockerel made its ragged complaint at the dark, and gave up.

"Oris told me to keep from the wood," Paige said. She did not say it as a refusal. She said it the way you lay a stone on a table so that both of you can look at it.

"Oris would." Caleb's mouth did something under his beard that was not a smile. "Oris is a good man and he's wrong, and he's wrong in the way that lets him sleep, which is the worst kind of wrong there is." He stopped, as if surprised at himself for so many words at once, and started again lower. "There's a wound on him gone bad. His arm. He'll not tend it right, he can't, not the way it sits, and he'll not come down for me to fetch you, he'd sooner — " He shut his teeth on the end of that sentence. "He'd sooner not. It's been three days hot and now it's gone the colour I've seen go before a man loses the arm or worse, and I've no skill for it, and there's not another healer this side of the valley, and the one there is has spent her whole life being told to keep to the low way." He turned the hat again. "So. There it is. I'd not ask, but I've run out of things that aren't asking."

She thought of Oris's lantern and the small bright room it had made of the dark, and the kindness in it that fenced a thing off for its own good. She thought of the howl going up into the snow and stopping when it understood that nothing would answer. A wound three days hot and gone the wrong colour was not a thing she had any choice about, whatever the village wished; that was the plain truth under all the rest of it, and she had never in her life been able to leave a plain truth lying where it could be helped. There was, besides, a smaller and less creditable thing moving under the plain one, which she noticed and set aside and did not look at, the way you set aside a coin you mean to spend later: that some part of her had been waiting, since the howl, for a reason to go up the slope she had spent her whole life not walking toward, and here was Caleb on her step holding one out in his two cold hands.

"Let me get my satchel," she said.

The wood began where the last field stopped, and the change was as sudden as a held breath let go. One step she was in the open white with the sky low and grey above her, and the next the snow was thinner underfoot and patched with the dark of needles, and the cold went quieter, the way cold does under trees, and the light came down in pieces. Caleb walked ahead of her without speaking, breaking the way where the drifts had filled the path, and she followed in the dark prints he left, and the trees stood close and old on either hand and did not move, though there was no wind to move them and so that was no wonder, and yet she felt watched all the same, the way you feel watched in a room where a portrait hangs.

"How long has he been out here," she asked, to put a human sound into the quiet.

"Eight winters. Nine." Caleb did not turn. "Since he was a young man. He keeps the cabin his grandfather kept, when the Steeles ran sheep on the high ground, before — " A branch let go its weight of snow somewhere off to the left, and he waited until the soft fall of it had finished. "Before all that. There's a path he keeps clear and a path the deer keep, and past those there's only the wood, and he doesn't go past those, and neither do I." He glanced back at her then, just once. "You'll want to let him see you coming. Don't come at him quick. And when he tells you to keep back — and he'll tell you — don't believe him, but mind him anyway. You'll see what I mean."

She did not see what he meant, not yet, but she would.

The trees grew older as they climbed, and stranger, the way old trees do when no axe has been at them in living memory; and there were stones among them set upright at intervals along the path, grey and lichened and leaning, half buried in the snow, that she took at first for nothing and then understood with a small turn of the skin to be older than the trees themselves, older than the village, set there by hands that had wanted something kept in or something kept out. Caleb laid his bare palm flat on one as he passed it, without breaking his stride, the way a man touches a doorpost in his own house, and did not explain, and she did not ask, though the not-asking was a labour. The quiet up here was not the quiet of an empty place. It was the quiet of a place that was listening back.

The cabin stood in a clearing that was less a clearing than a place where the trees had agreed to stand a little apart, low and long and half taken back by the wood, moss thick on the north of its roof and ivy gone in at one window and a thread of smoke climbing thin and straight from the chimney into the windless air. A stack of split wood ran the length of one wall, more wood than a single man could burn in three winters, as though the splitting of it were the point and the burning only an afterthought. There were no tracks but one set, going out to the wood-stack and back, going out to a covered spring and back. The smallness of that — the whole map of a life written in two short paths in the snow — caught at something in her she had not given it leave to catch.

"Mason." Caleb did not raise his voice. He stopped at the edge of the clearing and put a hand back to stop her too, and called the name again, level, into the quiet. "I've brought the healer. I know. I'll hear about it after. But I've brought her, and she's standing in the cold, and you'll not make her stand in it."

For a long moment nothing in the clearing moved. Then the door opened.

The man who filled it was the largest she had seen, not in height alone though he was tall, but in the way some men take up the space around them as though the air leaned toward them; and he was stooped a little in the doorway, and one arm was held against his body wrapped in a rag gone dark, and his face above a beard he had plainly forgotten was the grey of a man three days in a fever's grip. But it was the eyes that stopped her where she stood. They found her across the snow and held, and there was at the very edge of them, in the low grey light, the faintest seam of gold, like the last of a coal under ash; and in them was no threat at all, only a kind of braced and terrible courtesy, the look of a man making himself very still so as not to frighten a thing he has decided is more easily frightened than he is.

"You shouldn't have come," he said. His voice was low and worn soft with disuse, and he said it to her and not to Caleb, and there was no anger in it. "Caleb knows better. Keep back from me. Please."

"You've a wound gone bad," Paige said. "I've come to tend it. I'll keep back as far as you like and tend it from across the room if I must, but I'll not turn round and walk three miles through the snow to leave a man to lose his arm out of manners." She heard her own voice come out level and unhurried, the voice she used on frightened mothers and stubborn old men, and she watched it land on him and saw the smallest easing in his shoulders, the way a held breath eases without quite being let go.

"It's not the wound you should keep back from," he said.

"I know what you are." She had not known she was going to say it. It came out plain, into the cold, and she saw it strike him — saw him flinch from the words the way the village flinched from them, the way that pitied without naming — and she went on before the flinch could become a closing door. "Caleb told me. I'm not afraid of a fever and I'm not afraid of you, and the longer we stand here being afraid of each other the closer you come to dying of a thing I could have fixed before noon. Will you let me in, or will you not?"

He looked at her. The gold under the ash of his eyes flickered, steadied. And then, with the slow care of a man setting down something he is sure he will be made to pay for, he stepped back from the door and let her come.

Inside, the cabin was warmer than she had expected and barer than she had feared, a single long room with a good fire and a narrow bed and a table worn pale, and everywhere the marks of a man who had taught himself to need almost nothing — a row of three plates, a single cup, books in a stack by the bed gone soft at the corners with reading. She set Hedda's satchel on the table and did not let herself look too long at any of it, because there is a kind of looking that is its own intrusion, and went to the fire to warm her hands so that they would not be cold on him.

"Sit," she said. "By the light. And give me the arm."

He sat where she pointed, on the bench by the window, and he was careful as he moved, careful the way a big man learns to be among breakable things, though there was nothing breakable in the room but himself. The rag, when she unwound it, gave up a smell that told her most of what she needed to know, and the wound beneath it told her the rest — a long deep tear in the meat of the forearm, days old, the edges angry and the red of it climbing in faint roads toward the elbow. Not a cut from any tool. She did not ask how he had come by it. She had a guess, and the guess was not one he would want spoken, and so she kept it behind her teeth and laid out her things on the clean cloth from the satchel, the spirit and the small sharp instruments and the dark jar of drawing-salve, and set the water to heat at his fire, and began.

"This will hurt," she said. "I'll be quick. Tell me if you need me to stop."

"I won't need you to stop."

"Tell me anyway."

He made a sound that in another man might have been the beginning of a laugh, and then he was quiet, and let her work, and she worked. She cleaned what wanted cleaning and drew what wanted drawing, and the cabin filled with the small honest sounds of the labour — the trickle of water wrung from cloth, the soft tear of a clean bandage, the settling of a log in the grate — and he sat under her hands without a flinch though she knew what it cost him, his jaw set and his good hand flat on his knee, his breath going slow and deliberate through his nose. The only sign of the pain was the gold coming up brighter at the edges of his eyes, and she found she had learned already to read it, the way she had learned to read a pulse, so that she knew without looking up when to press on and when to ease. And then, as she worked the poultice home and felt the heat of the wound come up against her palm, something else came up under her hands entirely.

She felt it the way she felt a fever cresting, the way she felt a heart skip under her fingers at a wrist — a sense not in her hands but through them, the old trained reaching of the attunement, the thing Hedda had named the listening. Only this was not a fever and not a heart. This was something coiled and burning down at the root of him, under the wound, under the fever, under the man, a thing that was all hurt and all want and all alone, and it felt her listening, and it flinched.

It flinched the way an animal flinches from a kind hand it has no framework for — not toward her and not away, but a great whole-body stillness, a held tremor, as though a thing braced its whole life for the blow had been touched instead with warmth and did not know what to do with the warmth, and could not bear it, and could not let it go. She had touched a great many hurts in her life. She had never touched one that had been alone with itself for nine winters. It was the aloneness she felt most, under all the burning — a thing so long without any hand on it that the simple fact of being listened to went through it like a struck bell.

Paige did not move her hand. She kept it where it was, light on the bound arm, and she did the thing she did not let herself name a thing, the thing that was only steadiness, only the slow lending of her own quiet the way she lent it to a labouring woman or a man with his chest closing — and under her palm the coiled burning thing trembled, and held, and very slowly, by some fraction too small to see, began to ease.

Across the small space Mason had gone utterly still. He was staring at her hand on his arm, and then at her face, and the look on him was not the braced courtesy of the doorway any more, nor the set jaw of a man bearing pain. It was something rawer and far more frightened, the look of a man who has lived nine winters certain of exactly one thing about himself and has just felt that one thing move.

"What," he said, and stopped, and his voice when it came again was barely a voice at all. "What did you do."

She lifted her hand. The wound was dressed; the heat of it already a degree kinder under the poultice; and down at the root of him the coiled thing had sunk back to wherever it lived, but it had eased, she had felt it ease, and they both knew it, and neither of them had any words ready for a thing that had no business happening at all.

"I dressed your arm," Paige said. Her own voice was not quite level now, and she heard it, and could not help it. "Keep it clean. Keep it still. I'll come back tomorrow to look at it."

"You shouldn't," he said, but it was not a refusal any more. It was very nearly the opposite of one, said by a man who did not have the practice to tell the difference, and they both heard that too.

She gathered the satchel and went out past Caleb into the clearing, into the grey light and the close old trees and the leaning stones along the path, and she walked back down out of the wood with her heart going in a way she did not understand and did not, for once in her careful life, try to make sit still. Behind her, when she was nearly to the field, she thought she heard the cabin door close — softly, the way
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