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Chapter 1 – The Last Watch
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There are nights when a room grows so quiet that every small sound begins to carry the weight of judgment.

The settling of a kettle on the stove.

The whisper of cloth through tired fingers.

The turning of a page already worn soft by grief.

The rough, uneven labor of a woman’s breath as it goes on longer than the watchers dare hope and shorter than they can bear.

So it was in Anna Rowntree’s cabin on the last night.

Evelyn Grace sat at Anna’s bedside with the family Bible open in her lap, though by then she scarcely needed to look at the page. She had read the same passages so often over the past days that the words had begun to live inside her mouth even when her eyes blurred and her hands trembled from want of sleep. Her voice, once clear enough to carry a classroom, had gone thin now, softened by vigil and prayer and all the weary repetitions of love trying not to surrender.

Temperance Pinkham sat near the hearth in the low chair with her sewing in her lap and her hands folded over it, though she had not taken a stitch in the better part of an hour. She looked as she always did—plain, upright, orderly in her gray—but there was a stillness in her that did not belong to ordinary quiet. It was the stillness of a soul standing in a place where words had gone about as far as words could go.

Henry Fallow moved in and out of the room with that same grave economy he brought to all suffering, though Evelyn had come to know by now the difference between his ordinary restraint and the tighter, more inward silence he wore when he had little hope left and refused to dishonor the patient by showing it too plainly. He would come to the bed, lay his fingers to Anna’s wrist, watch the rise and fall of her chest, adjust the blanket, ask in a low voice for more water or another lamp, then step away again. He never hurried. He never lied. He never once behaved as though there were no use in trying simply because he had begun to fear the end.

The room smelled of fever and boiled cloths, damp wool, pine smoke, and the bitter medicinal edge of things Henry had brought in small corked bottles and used with careful, doubtful hands. Outside the wind had gone quiet for the time being, and from somewhere beyond the cabin wall the creek could be heard moving darkly over stone, as though the world meant to go on being itself no matter what sorrow entered one poor house beside it.

Anna lay against the pillows with her face turned slightly toward Evelyn’s voice. Her skin had gone too pale beneath the flush the fever had left in patches. Her hair, once always escaping in soft brown strands no matter how she pinned it back, had been brushed smooth by Temperance earlier that evening and lay now in a thick rope over one shoulder. She looked younger in illness and older too. Stripped down somehow to the plain truth of herself.

Evelyn read on.

“Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me...”

Her voice faltered on the line, not because she did not know it, but because she did and did not know how to bear it. The chapter had become almost unbearable to her these last days. It promised rooms prepared, comfort given, no abandonment at the end of the road. And yet Anna still lay there unmoving, her breathing shallow and wrong, her hands too still above the coverlet, while the room filled and emptied with waiting that felt more like punishment than hope.

She swallowed and began again, softer.

“In my Father’s house are many mansions...”

Anna did not stir.

Now and then, in the earlier days, there had been some flicker. A flutter under the lids. A restless turn of the head. Once, one whispered word. Once, the faint shaping of book against cracked lips. Those little movements had fed them all like crumbs thrown to the starving.

But tonight there had been almost nothing.

It was Caleb, Anna’s eldest, who sat near the far wall with his elbows braced on his knees and his hands hanging between them as if he had forgotten what hands were for. He was trying very hard to look like the man of the house, and succeeding only in looking like a boy who had been told too soon that his boyhood was finished. Once every few minutes he would rise for some needless task—add a stick to the fire, straighten a cup, move a stool three inches to the left—then sit down again because movement felt closer to usefulness than grief did.

On the trundle near the wall the younger ones lay in a confused little heap of quilts and sleep-heavy sorrow. The smallest girl, Ruthie, had not understood enough to stop hoping. She had asked twice at dusk whether Mam would wake if they warmed broth for her, and once whether maybe the Lord had simply made Anna too tired to talk. No one had known how to answer without breaking entirely. At last Temperance had smoothed the child’s hair and said, “Thy mam hears more than thee thinks,” which may or may not have been true, but was kind, and kindness has its own place beside the dying.

Evelyn turned the page.

She had been reading Psalms before John, and John before Ruth, and Ruth before the old prophet promises Anna had once stumbled through by lamplight with such fierce determination that the memory of it now felt like a wound reopening under her ribs.

She could see Anna as she had been at the mission table—frowning at a word, laughing at herself, tapping the page with a roughened finger and saying, Mercy. Funny thing, ain’t it? A body can know mercy her whole life and still have trouble readin’ it.

The remembrance came so sharp and living that Evelyn had to close her eyes a moment against it.

When she opened them, Henry was standing at the bedside.

He laid two fingers to Anna’s throat, waited, then rested his palm lightly against the blanket over her breastbone. His face did not change much. It never did. But Evelyn saw something pass through his eyes and knew at once that he had felt some small alteration he did not like.

“Henry?” she whispered.

He looked at her and shook his head once—not in refusal, not yet, only in warning against asking the question too soon.

Evelyn bent her eyes to the page again because reading was the only thing she could still do that resembled steadiness.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death...”

Her voice had worn so thin it sounded to her like someone else’s.

Temperance rose at last from her chair and came to stand on the other side of the bed. She did not ask Henry what he had seen. She knew him too well for that. She only laid one hand very gently on the coverlet near Anna’s arm and bowed her head.

Silence pooled in the room.

The kind that is not empty but listening.

Then Anna drew one breath.

Longer than the others.

Not deeper. Only longer, as if her body had to search farther for it.

Ruthie stirred in her sleep and turned over. Caleb’s head came up sharply from the far wall.

Anna’s lips parted.

No word came.

Another breath followed, shallower than the last.

Evelyn leaned forward, every nerve in her body straining toward the bed, toward the impossible hope that there might yet be a return from this edge, some last opening of the eyes, some scrap of awareness by which Anna might know she was not alone.

Instead there came only one more faint uneven breath.

Then stillness.

It did not look dramatic.

No shudder. No cry. No visible parting of soul from flesh such as the sentimental stories promise to make mourning easier.

Only a stopping.

A change in the room so complete and so awful that even before Henry bent again, even before Temperance drew in that one deep stricken breath, Evelyn knew.

No one moved for several seconds.

The creek kept going outside.

The fire settled with a dry soft sound.

Somewhere overhead a board in the roof gave its old winter complaint.

Then Henry reached for Anna’s wrist one last time, though not, Evelyn thought, because he expected to find life there. Rather because the hands of the living are slow to admit what the heart has already learned.

He waited.

Then he lowered her hand back to the blanket with such restrained gentleness that the kindness of it almost undid Evelyn more than any open show of grief could have done.

“That’s all,” he said quietly.

It was the voice of a man who had stood in such rooms before and hated none of them any less for their familiarity.

Evelyn stared at Anna’s face.

It had altered already.

Not visibly to someone who did not know her perhaps, but to Evelyn it had altered at once. The labor, the nearness, the last fragile question had all gone out of it. What remained was peace if one wished to call it that. Or emptiness if one was too raw to be generous with language.

Something inside Evelyn seemed to tear clean across.

She did not cry at first. She only sat there with the Bible open in her lap and looked as though her own breath had been taken from her by stealth.

Temperance, with a hand that trembled only once before it stilled itself, leaned over and closed Anna’s eyes.

The motion was so tender, so practiced in its mercy, that Evelyn knew at once this was not the first friend Temperance had helped make ready for death. That thought made the room feel older, sadder, and somehow holier all at once.

“The Lord receive thee, child,” Temperance whispered.

Caleb stood so quickly his chair scraped hard against the floor.

“Doc?” he said, and though he was trying with all his might to sound grown, the word came out small and cracked in the middle.

Henry turned toward him.

The boy’s face had gone colorless. “She... she warn’t...”

No one answered at first, because the sentence had no place left to go.

Then Henry said, with that same grave plainness, “Your mam’s gone, Caleb.”

Gone.

Not lost.

Not taken.

Not wrapped up in some easier phrase meant to save a child from the truth.

Gone.

Caleb’s throat worked once. He nodded. Then, in the most heartbreaking thing Evelyn had yet seen in Asher, he immediately looked around the room as if searching for whatever needed doing now.

“I’ll fetch wood,” he said.

His voice sounded wrong. Too formal. Too emptied out.

Temperance caught his wrist before he could turn.

“Nay,” she said softly. “There’ll be time enough for wood.”

He looked at her, then at the bed, then away again so hard it seemed his neck might break under the effort.

“I ought do somethin’.”

“Aye,” said Temperance. “And thee shall. But not this minute.”

The old mother in the corner began at last to weep, though even her weeping had a mountain sort of restraint to it—as if tears were being permitted because they had earned the right, not because sorrow enjoyed display.

Ruthie woke at the sound and sat up rubbing one eye.

“Granny?”

Then she saw them all standing still around the bed.

“What’s wrong with Mam?”

No one moved.

Caleb made a noise like someone hit from the inside.

Evelyn rose then, not because she knew what to do, but because the child’s voice had called forth whatever remained in her that could still answer the living. She went to the trundle and knelt so that she was level with the girl.

Ruthie’s hair was tangled from sleep. Her cheeks still held the heat of blankets and dreams. She looked from Evelyn to the bed and back again with a confusion so innocent it was almost impossible to bear.

“Is she wakin’ now?” the child asked.

Evelyn opened her mouth and found there were no words in it that did not feel like knives.

Temperance came to stand behind her.

“Thy mam’s gone to the Lord,” she said.

Ruthie frowned. “When’s she comin’ back?”

The silence that followed seemed to gather the whole cabin into it.

At last the old mother let out a broken sound and turned her face into her apron. Caleb walked to the hearth and stood with both hands braced on the mantel, shoulders rigid as fence posts.

Ruthie looked at them all one after another and began to understand not through logic but through the shape of the room, the tears she had not seen often in grown faces, the way no one answered her question as if return were still an option.

She started crying then—not hard at first, only the bewildered cry of a child who has been told the world has changed and cannot yet find where it has done so.

Evelyn gathered her close and held her while the little body shook.

The younger boy, woke by the sound, pushed up on one elbow, dazed and frightened.

“What is hit?”

Caleb turned from the hearth at last, and for all his effort he was a boy again in that instant, not a mountain man in training, not a makeshift head of the household, only a son who had just lost the center of his world.

“Mam’s dead,” he said.

He said it too flatly, the way one sometimes says a thing if it is the only way to stop from choking on it.

The boy stared.

Then buried his face back in the quilt.

Henry went to the little table and began, in his quiet way, putting his things in order. Corking bottles. Folding cloths. Closing the case. It was not coldness. Evelyn knew that now. It was respect. The doctor’s version of a bowed head.

When he had finished, he came to stand beside Temperance.

“I’ll send word to the Biddles and Menells,” he said. “Somebody ought come over by dawn.”

Temperance nodded.

“And Reverend Grigs?”

A brief pause.

“Aye,” she said. “He must be told.”

Henry rested one hand a moment on the bedpost. Not quite touching Anna. Not quite retreating either. Then he looked toward Evelyn.

There was nothing in his face like easy comfort. Henry had never dealt in that currency.

But there was kindness there.

“Miss Grace,” he said quietly, “you’d best sit down.”

She had not realized until then that she was swaying.

“No,” she said, though the word sounded far away. “No, I—”

Then the tears came.

Not in grace.

Not in quiet.

Not even in the restrained way mountain women seemed born already knowing how to manage sorrow.

They came like something breaking open under pressure too long held.

Evelyn turned away from the children, pressed the heel of one hand against her mouth, and wept in that ugly helpless way one does when grief reaches past dignity and simply takes what it wants.

Temperance was beside her at once, one arm firm around her shoulders.

“Easy now,” she murmured, though there was no ease in it.

“She asked for the book,” Evelyn said through her tears. “The first night—she asked for the book and I thought—”

“Aye.”

“I thought if I kept reading—”

“Aye, child.”

Temperance did not lie. She did not say reading might have saved her. She did not say prayer had failed because it had not ended in healing. She only held on, and in the holding there was a kind of truth deeper than explanation.

Henry stepped toward the door.

“I’ll go now,” he said.

Caleb straightened at once. “I can come.”

Henry looked at the boy and shook his head. “You stay with your kin.”

It was not a command meant to diminish him. It was one man sparing a child from the first business of death for one little while longer.

When Henry had gone, the cabin seemed emptier for his leaving, though it was still full of people and grief and the strange heavy peace that follows the final breath.

Temperance moved at last to the bed again and began doing the things death requires of the faithful and the practical alike. She smoothed Anna’s hair. Straightened the blanket. Tied up what must be tied up, not because the dead care for order, but because the living do and must.

Evelyn wiped her face with unsteady hands and came back to the bedside.

Anna’s face looked stiller than stillness now.

And because her own mind could not yet bear the full shape of the fact, it fixed instead on little absurd details: one loose strand by the ear, the roughness of her hands now gone quiet forever, the faded patch on the quilt Anna herself had once mended while laughing at one of Burl’s stories.

She remembered Anna sitting at the mission table with a Bible beneath the lamp, saying in that low warm voice, Funny thing, ain’t it? A body can know mercy her whole life and still have trouble readin’ it.

She remembered the first time Anna read her own name.

The cousin’s letter.

The herbs in her apron.

The creekside rock.

The way Anna could make a single sentence hold both humor and truth, and how she had looked at Evelyn not like a curiosity or a burden, but like a person worth opening to.

That was what undid her anew.

Not merely that Anna had died.

That she had been the first.

The first in Asher to truly make room for her.

The first to offer friendship without calculation.

The first to put mountain life into her hands not as spectacle, not as lesson, but as shared bread.

Now that door was shut.

The room went on around her.

Temperance speaking low to the children.

The old mother rocking once in a while as if grief must move her body if it meant to move at all.

Ruthie asking in sobbing little fragments whether Mam could still hear if she spoke real loud.

Caleb, at last unable to bear his own useless hands, fetching water simply because water at least could be fetched.

Evelyn stood at the bedside and knew with a certainty so sharp it felt almost physical that the cove had changed for her forever in that hour.

Not because death was new here.

It was not.

Not because sorrow had not already touched the place before she came.

It had.

But because the first person in Asher who had truly opened her heart to Evelyn Grace Whitaker now lay before her emptied of breath, and no amount of Scripture, or faith, or service, or good intention could put life back where life had been.

She laid her hand at last over Anna’s on top of the quilt.

It was already cooling.

The contact sent a chill through her that had nothing to do with January.

And standing there in the poor dim cabin, with the Bible still open on the chair behind her and the children’s grief beginning its long work in the corners of the room, Evelyn understood that this loss would not pass through the book like weather.

It would remain.

It would shape everything after it.

For the first true friend she had found in Asher was gone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Earth to Earth
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The women came before full light.

Not in a rush, and not in any great show of shared sorrow, but in that quiet mountain way by which grief is answered first with presence and then with work. Evelyn heard them arriving by the sounds before she properly saw them: the porch board complaining under careful steps, the low murmur of one voice answering another, the scrape of a pail set down outside the door, the lift and fall of the latch.

By then she had not truly slept.

She had dozed once perhaps in the chair beside Anna’s bed, with the Bible still open across her lap and her hand fallen loose over the edge of the page. But the kind of rest that renews a body had not come near her. The room had changed too much for that. A house which has received death does not feel like the same house by morning, no matter that the table stands where it stood and the kettle still hangs in its place.

When the first gray of dawn pushed at the little window, Anna Rowntree still lay upon the bed in the same stillness that had so stunned Evelyn in the night. Her face had taken on the settled peace of death now, not because peace had come easily to her, but because struggle had gone. The absence of struggle can look like peace to the living. Perhaps that is why the Lord allows it.

Temperance Pinkham had not left. She was already on her feet when the women entered, tying back her sleeves with one practiced motion and receiving them with the grave quiet of someone who knew exactly what must be done and would waste no speech on what every soul in the room already understood.

Mrs. Biddle came first, carrying folded cloths and a basin. Then Mrs. Coburn, red-eyed but composed, with a bundle under one arm and soap wrapped in a rag. Anna’s mother moved as if old age had come upon her in one night. Behind them came two more women from the cove, shawls still dusted with the pale damp of morning.

None of them cried aloud upon entering.

None rushed to the bed in spectacle.

They only stood a moment, looking.

Then Mrs. Coburn said softly, “Well now, Anna girl,” in a tone so tender and ordinary that Evelyn had to look away at once lest she disgrace herself with fresh tears before work had even begun.

Temperance touched Evelyn’s sleeve.

“Thee may help,” she said gently. “If thee is able.”

The words were kindness, but they still struck like judgment.

If thee is able.

Evelyn rose too quickly, unsteady from the long night and the rawness of grief. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, of course.”

Yet almost at once she felt herself clumsy among them.

The women moved with an old, unspoken knowledge. One set water to warming. One drew the curtain wider for light. One began folding back the coverlet with reverent hands. They did not speak much, and when they did it was in plain useful phrases.

“Hand me that clean cloth.”

“Not that one—the softer.”

“Mind her hair there.”

“Lift a little now.”

Their grief lived in the doing.

Evelyn had not known before that women could mourn so steadily with their hands. In her old life sorrow had seemed a thing one paused for, sat with, dressed in black for, received visitors over. Here sorrow tied on an apron, heated water, smoothed a sheet, found the good soap, lifted a body with tenderness, and kept the children from wandering too near the doorway all in one breath.

Temperance stood at Anna’s head and loosed the long braid.

Mrs. Biddle and the others washed the still hands, the worn face, the work-roughened arms that had stirred stew, shelled beans, hauled wood, and turned Bible pages under lamplight. Evelyn helped where directed—holding the basin, wringing a cloth, steadying one shoulder as the women turned Anna carefully to change her gown—but every motion of hers felt half a beat too late, half an inch too uncertain.

She had loved Anna.

She knew that to be true.

Yet in this room among women who had known Anna as a girl, wife, mother, neighbor, kin, she felt painfully new. Her sorrow was real, but it did not know the old roads theirs did. They had loved Anna not in a few months of friendship, but in years of births and winters and creek washings and fever nights and side-by-side labor.

That knowledge humbled her more than exclusion would have done.

At one point Mrs. Coburn looked over and saw the awkward way Evelyn was trying to fold the fresh gown beneath Anna’s arm.

“Here,” she said, not unkindly. “Ye got to ease hit under gentle, not bunch hit. Else she’ll lay wrong.”

Lay wrong.

As though Anna could still be troubled by discomfort.

And yet Evelyn understood immediately that the care was not foolishness. It was devotion. The body had housed the person they loved. Love was unwilling to grow careless merely because the soul had flown.

“I’m sorry,” Evelyn murmured.

Mrs. Coburn gave the smallest shrug. “Ain’t nothin’ to be sorry fer. First dead body’s allus a rough teacher.”

There was no cruelty in it. Only mountain plainness. That somehow steadied Evelyn more than soft pity would have done.

So she learned.

How to pass the cloth without dripping.

How to lift the wrist without letting it fall heavy again.

How to smooth hair back from a brow no longer fevered.

How to help tie the clean collar.

How to stand near grief without making herself the center of it.

When they had done all that could be done, Anna looked at once more like herself and less than ever like the living woman Evelyn had known. The Bible was placed near by. Her hands were folded. The quilt drawn up
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