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         THE SIN EATER WAS A PERSON WHO WAS PAID A FEE OR given food to take upon himself the moral trespasses of the deceased and their consequences in the afterlife. Sin eaters were common in the early nineteenth century in England, the Lowlands of Scotland, and the Welsh border district. This custom was carried over by immigrants to the Americas and practiced in remote areas of the Appalachian Mountains.
         

         
         
         
         
         This is a purely fictional story of one such person.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
                  
            "And Aaron shall cast lots upon the two goats; one lot for the Lord, and the other lot for the scapegoat. And Aaron shall bring the goat upon which the Lord’s lot fell, and offer him for a sin offering. But the goat, on which the lot fell to be the scapegoat, shall be presented alive before the Lord, to make an atonement with him, and to let him go for a scapegoat into the wilderness.                     

		          LEVITICUS 16:8-10


         
         

         
         
            
            "I am the way, the truth, and the life:
            
			no man cometh unto the Father, but by me.”

            

            
            
         

         
         
         JESUS, THE CHRIST; JOHN 14:6
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         Great Smoky Mountains, mid-1850s

         
         
         
         
         
            
            The first time I saw the sin eater was the night Granny Forbes was carried to her grave. I was very young and Granny my dearest companion, and I was greatly troubled in my mind.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         “Dunna look at the sin eater, Cadi,” I’d been told by my pa. “And no be asking why.”

         
         
         
         
         Being so grievously forewarned, I tried to obey. Mama said I was acurst with curiosity. Papa said it was pure, cussed nosiness. Only Granny, with her tender spot for me, had understood.

         
         
         
         
         Even the simplest queries were met with resistance. When you’re older. . . . It’s none of your business. . . . Why are you asking such a fool question? The summer before Granny died I had stopped asking questions of anyone. I reckoned if I were ever going to find answers, I’d have to go looking for myself.
         

         
         
         
         
         Granny was the only one who seemed to understand my mind. She always said I had Ian Forbes’s questing spirit. He was my grandfather, and Granny said that spirit drove him across the sea. Then again, maybe that was not the whole truth because she said another time it was the Scotland clearances that did it.

         
         
         
         
         Papa agreed about that, telling me Grandfather was driven off his land and herded onto a boat to America so sheep could have pasture. Or so he was told, though I could never make sense of it. How could animals have more value than men? As for Granny, she was the fourth daughter of a poor Welsh tinker and had no prospects. Coming to America wasn’t a matter of choice. It was one of necessity. When she first come, she worked for a wealthy gentleman in a grand house in Charleston, tending the pretty, frail wife he had met, married, and brought over from Caerdydd.

         
         
         
         
         It was the wife who took such a liking to Granny. As a Welshwoman herself, the young missus was longing for home. Granny was young then, seventeen to her recollection. Unfortunately, she didn’t work for them long, as the lady died in childbirth and took her wee babe with her. The gentleman didn’t have further need of a lady’s maid—and what services he did want rendered Granny refused to provide. She’d never say what they were, only that the man released her from her contract and left Granny to her own devices in the dead of winter.

         
         
         
         
         Times were very hard. She took whatever work she could find to keep body and soul together and met my grandfather while doing so. She married Ian Forbes “despite his disposition.” Never having met my grandfather, I couldn’t judge her remark on his behalf, but I heard my uncles laughing once about his high temper. Uncle Robert said Grandfather stood on the front porch and shot at Papa, not once, but twice in quick succession. Fortunately, he had been drunk at the time and Papa quick on his feet, or I never would have been born.

         
         
         
         
         Grandfather Forbes died of a winter long before I was born. A heavy storm had come, and he lost his way home. Where he had been, Granny didn’t say. It was one of the things that frustrated me most, only hearing part of the story and not the whole. It was left to me to piece it all together and took years in the doing. Some of it is best not told.

         
         
         
         
         When asked why she had married such a fierce man, Granny said, “He had eyes blue as a dusky sky, dearie. You have ’em, Cadi, my love, same as your papa does. And you’ve Ian’s soul hunger, God help you.”

         
         
         Granny was ever saying things beyond my ken. “Papa says I take after you.”

         
         
         
         
         She rubbed her knuckles lightly against my cheek. “You do, well enow.” Her smile had been sad. “Hopefully not in all ways.” She would say no more on the subject. Seemed some questions didn’t bear answering.

         
         
         
         
         The morning she died, we were just sitting and looking out over the hollow. She had leaned back in her chair, rubbing her arm as though it was paining her. Mama was moving around inside the house. Granny drew in her breath with a grimace and then looked at me. “Give your mama time.”

         
         
         
         
         How four words could hurt. They brought to mind all that had been before and what had caused the wall between Mama and me. Some things can’t be changed or undone.

         
         
         
         
         Even at my young age, after a mere ten years of living, the future stretched bleakly out ahead of me. Resting my head against Granny’s knee, I said nothing and took what solace I could in her sweet presence, not guessing that even that would soon be taken from me. And if I could go back now and change things so that I would not have lived through such a time of desolation, would I? No. For God had his hand upon me before I knew who he was or even that he was.

         
         
         
         
         In the last year I had learned tears did no good. Some pain is just too deep. Grief can’t be dissolved like rain washing dust off a roof. Sorrow knows no washing away, no easing . . . no end of time.

         
         
         
         
         Granny laid her hand upon my head and began stroking me like I was one of the hounds that slept under our porch. I liked it. Some days I wished I was one of them hounds Papa loved so much. Mama never touched me anymore, nor Papa either. They didn’t speak much to one another, and even less to me. Only my brother, Iwan, showed me affection, though not often. He had too much to do helping Papa with the farm. What little time he had left over was spent in mooning over Cluny Byrnes.

         
         
         
         
         Granny was my only hope, and she was slipping away.

         
         
         
         
         “I love you, my dear. You remember that when winter comes and everything seems cold and dead. It won’t stay that way forever.”

         
         
         
         
         Winter had come upon Mama’s heart last summer, and she was still a frozen wasteland where I was concerned.

         
         
         
         
         “Spring beauties used to grow like a lavender blanket at Bear-wallow. If I could wish for one thing, it would be for a bouquet of spring beauties.”

         
         
         
         
         Granny was ever saying the same thing: If I could wish for one thing . . . Her wishes kept me busy, not that I did not delight in them. She was too old to go far afield. Further I ever seen Granny walk was to Elda Kendric’s house, she being our closest neighbor and near as old as Granny herself. Yet Granny’s mind could travel across oceans and over mountains and valleys, and often did so for my sake. It was Granny who pointed me to forgotten paths and treasure haunts it would have taken me longer to discover on me own. It was for her pleasure I hunted hither and yon in our high mountains to collect her precious bits of memories. And it got me away from the house—and Mama’s grief and rejection of me.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was Granny who put me on the path to Bloomfield in springtime so that I could bring back a basket full of mountain daisies and bluets. She taught me how to make a wreath of them and put it on my head. She told me about Dragon’s Tooth, where green rock grew just like the backbone of Ian Forbes’s Scotland, or so he’d said.

         
         
         
         
         More than once I’d gone there. It took all day for me to climb the mountain to bring back a chunk of that green stone for her. I traipsed to ponds filled with sunfish and hollows warm with frog song. I even found the oak tree she said must be old as time itself—or at least as old as she.

         
         
         
         
         Granny was full of stories. She always took her leisure, pouring out words like honey on a cool morning, sweet and heavy. She knew everyone who came to settle into the palisades, runs, and hollows of our uptilted land. We Forbeses came early to these great smoky highlands, wanting land and possibilities. The mountains reminded Grandfather of Scotland. Laochai-land Kai led them here, along with others. Elda Kendric came with her husband, dead and gone now so long that Granny forgot his name. Even Miz Elda might have forgotten it, for she was ever saying she didn’t want to talk about him. Then came the Odaras and Trents and Sayres and Kents. The Connors and Byrneses and Smiths cleared land as well. Granny said if Grandfather Ian hadn’t died, he would have moved the family further east to Kantuckee.

         
         
         
         
         They all helped one another when they could and held together against nature and God himself to build places for themselves. And they was ever on the lookout for Indians to come and murder ’em. Those that didn’t stand with the others stood alone and most often died. A few married come later, marrying in until we were a mingled lot, castoffs and cutaways and best-forgottens.

         
         
         
         
         “We all got our reasons, some better than most, for sinking roots into these mountains and pulling the mists over our heads,” Granny said once. Some came to build. Some came to hide. All of them did what they knew to survive.

         
         
         
         
         That morning—the morning Granny died—I went to Bear-wallow for spring beauties. She longed for them, and that was reason enough for me to go. The flowers did grow like a lavender blanket, just like Granny said she remembered. I picked a basketful and brought them back for her. She was asleep in her porch chair, or so I thought until I came close. She was white as a dogwood blossom, her mouth and eyes wide open. When I placed the flowers in her lap, she didn’t move or blink.

         
         
         
         
         I knew she was gone from me.

         
         
         
         
         It is an awful thing for a child to understand death in such fullness. I had already had one taste of it. This time it was a long drink of desolation that went down and spread into my very bones.

         
         
         
         
         Something had departed from Granny or been stolen away in my absence. Her eyes stirred not a flicker; not a breath of air came from her parted lips. And she didn’t look herself, but rather like a shriveled husk propped up in a willow chair—a likeness of Granny Forbes, but not Granny at all. She was gone already without a by-your-leave. I understood too much and not enough in that moment, and what I knew hurt so deep inside me I thought I’d die of it. For a while I did. Or at least I let go of what faint hope had survived the summer before.

         
         
         
         
         Mama stopped the clock on the mantle and covered the mirror, as was our highland custom. Papa rang the passing bell. Eighty-seven times he rung it, one for each year of Granny’s life. My brother, Iwan, was sent to tell our relatives the sorrowful news. By the next day, most of the clan of Forbeses and offshoots and graft-ins would gather to carry Granny to her final resting place on the mountainside.

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara, the healer, was the first to come, bringing with her Elda Kendric, now the oldest woman in our highlands. Papa took the door off the hinges and set it up between two chairs. Granny was laid out on it. First the women removed her clothes, and Gervase Odara took them outside to wash. Water was warmed over the fire inside. Mama ladled some in a basin and used it to wash Granny’s body.

         
         
         
         
         “Gorawen,” Elda Kendric said, brushing Granny’s long white hair. “Ye’ve left me last of the first.”

         
         
         
         
         Mama didn’t say anything. She and Elda Kendric went on working in silence. The old woman would look at Mama, but Mama never once raised her head from what she was doing or said a word to anyone. When Gervase Odara came back inside, she helped Mama.

         
         
         
         
         “She told me not more’n a few days ago that she had heard the mighty voice calling to her from the mountain.” Gervase Odara waited, glancing at Mama. When she still said nothing, the healer said, “She told me it was for Cadi she tarried.”

         
         
         
         
         Mama’s head came up then, and she stared hard at Gervase Odara. “I hurt enough without you tearing open the wound.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sometimes it does good to let it draw.”

         
         
         
         
         “This isna the time.”

         
         
         
         
         “When better, Fia?”

         
         
         
         
         Mama turned slightly, and I felt her looking for me. I withdrew as far as I could into the corner shadows, hoping she wouldn’t blame me for the women tormenting her. I bowed my head, pulling my knees tight against my chest, wishing myself smaller or invisible.

         
         
         
         
         But I was neither. Mama fixed her gaze on me. “Go outside, Cadi. This is no place for you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Fia . . . ,” Gervase Odara began.

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t wait to hear what she would say but cried out, “Leave her be!” for I couldn’t bear the look in my mother’s eyes. She was like a trapped and wounded animal. “Leave her be!” I cried again; then jumping up, I ran out the door.

         
         
         
         
         Some of the clan was yet to be gathered, for which I was thankful. Had they been, I would have run into the lot of them staring and whispering. I looked for Papa and found him chopping down a cedar some distance away. I stood behind a tree watching him for a long while. It struck me how long it had been since I heard him laugh. His countenance was grim as he worked. He paused once and wiped the sweat from his brow. Turning, he looked straight at me. “Mama send you out of the house?”

         
         
         
         
         I nodded.

         
         
         
         
         Papa lifted his ax again and made another deep notch in the tree. “Get the bucket and collect the chips. Carry ’em back to her. It’ll cut the stench in the house.”

         
         
         
         
         The women had already seen to that, for the doors and windows were open, a breeze carrying in the scent of spring in the mountains that married with the camphor they had rubbed on Granny’s body. A tin cup of salt sat on the windowsill, tiny white granules blowing onto the floor like sand.

         
         
         
         
         Mama was kneading bread dough as I came in. When she didn’t look up, Gervase Odara took the bucket of cedar chips.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you, Cadi.” She began to sprinkle a handful alongside Granny, who was clothed again in a black wool dress. Her long white hair was cut off and coiled neatly on the table to be braided into the mourning jewelry. Perhaps Mama would add a white braid to the red-gold one she wore. Granny’s poor shorn head had been covered with a white cloth looped beneath her chin. Her mouth was closed, her lips silenced forever. A second white strip of cloth had been tied around her ankles, a third around her knees. Her hands, so thin and worn with calluses, lay one over the other on her chest. Two shiny copper pennies lay upon her eyelids.

         
         
         
         
         “Come tomorrow or the next day around nightfall, the sin eater will come, Cadi Forbes,” Elda Kendric said to me. “When he does, ye’ll take yer place beside your mother. Yer Aunt Winnie will carry the tray with the bread and themazer of elderberry wine.

         
         
         
         
         The sin eater will follow us to the cemetery and then eat and drink all yer granny’s sins so she wilna walk these hills no more.”

         
         
         
         
         My heart shuddered inside me at the thought.

         
         
         
         
         That night I didn’t sleep much, so I lay there, listening to the hoot of the owl outside. Whooo? Who is the sin eater? Whooo? Who will Granny see first now she’s gone to the hereafter? Whooo? Who would come take my sins away?
         

         
         
         
         
         The next day was no better as I watched everyone gather. Three uncles and their wives and Aunt Winnie and her husband had arrived. The cousins wanted to play, but I had no heart for it. I hid myself in the shadows of the house and kept vigil over Granny. When they finally laid her in her grave, I wouldn’t see her anymore. Leastwise, not until I met my maker.

         
         
         
         
         Mama didn’t send me out again, but she sat in the spring sunshine with the aunts. Jillian O’Shea had a new girl baby at her breast, and most were gratified that the babe’s given name was Gorawen. I heard someone say it was God’s way to give and to take away. A Gorawen comes and a Gorawen goes.

         
         
         
         
         I took no comfort in those words.

         
         
         
         
         From my dim corner, I saw every member of Granny’s family and all her friends come to pay respect to her. And they all brought something to share with the others be it whiskey, sweet potatoes for roasting, corn cakes, molasses sweet bread, or salted pork for the stew pot burbling over the fire.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve got to eat summat, child,” Gervase Odara said to me halfway through the second day. I put my head on my arms, refusing to look at her or answer. It didn’t seem right to me that life should go on. My granny lay dead, dressed in her finest clothes, ready for burial, but people talked and walked and ate as always.

         
         
         
         
         “Cadi, my dear,” Gervase Odara said. “Your granny had a long living.”

         
         
         
         
         Not long enough to my way of thinking.

         
         
         
         
         I wondered if I would’ve felt better if Granny had told me herself what was to come. Thinking back, I figure she knew. Leastwise, I think she prayed for the end to come like it did, with me somewheres else. Instead of saying she was dying, she sent me chasing after spring beauties and departed this life while I was gone.

         
         
         
         
         Only Iwan seemed to understand my hurt. He came inside and sat with me on Granny’s cot. He didn’t try to get me to eat or talk. He didn’t say Granny was old and it was her time to die. He didn’t say time would heal my wounds. He just took my hand and held it, stroking it in silence. After a while, he got up and left again.

         
         
         
         
         The Kai family came the second day. I could hear the father, Brogan Kai, outside, his voice deep and commanding. The mother, Iona, and her children came in to pay their respects to Mama and my other relatives. Iona Kai’s son Fagan entered and went no further than Granny, viewing her solemnly in all her finery. He was the same age as Iwan, near fifteen, but seemed even older with his quiet demeanor and grim countenance. His mother had brought corn cakes and some jars of watermelon pickles to share. She gave them to one of my aunts and sat for a few minutes with Mama, speaking quietly to her.

         
         
         
         
         As the sun went down, people spoke more and more quietly until no one spoke at all. I felt the difference in the house. The quiet apprehension had given way to a darkness heavier to bear. Granny’s death had brought something into the house no words could describe. I could feel it gathering and closing in around us like the night, tighter and tighter as the day died.

         
         
         
         
         Fear, it was.

         
         
         
         
         Papa came to the open doorway. “It’s time.”

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara came to me and hunkered down, taking my hands firmly in hers. “Cadi, you must listen. Do not look at the sin eater. Do you understand me, child? He has taken all manner of terrible things unto himself. If you look at him, he’ll give you the evil eye, and some of the sin he carries might spill over onto you.”

         
         
         
         
         I looked up at Mama. She stood in the lamplight, her face strained, her eyes closed. She would not look at me even then.

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara took my chin and tipped my face so I had to look her in the eyes again. “Do you understand me, Cadi?”

         
         
         
         
         What good would it do now, I wanted to say. Granny is already gone. It was cold flesh that remained, not the part of her that mattered. All anyone had to do was look at her to know her soul had departed. How could anyone come now and make things right? It was done. Finished. She was gone.

         
         
         
         
         But Gervase Odara persisted until I nodded. I didn’t understand anything then, and the reckoning didn’t come until a long time later. Yet, the healer’s manner sapped my courage. Besides, I had learned better than to ask for explanations by then. I had heard of the sin eater, though in no great detail. One did not speak often or long of the most dreaded of mankind.

         
         
         
         
         “He will take your granny’s sins away, and she will rest in peace,” Elda Kendric said from close by.

         
         
         
         
         And would he come and take my sins away? Or was it to be my fate to take them with me to my grave, tormented in hell for what my mean spirit had caused?

         
         
         
         
         My throat closed hot and tight.

         
         
         
         
         Whatever secret sins had burdened Granny were betwixt her and the sin eater, who would take them from her. There would never be rest for me. There was not a soul present who did not know what I’d done. Or thought they did.

         
         
         
         
         “Stand with your mother, child,” my father told me. I did so and felt the slightest touch of her hand. When I looked up with a longing so deep my heart ached, she spoke softly and broke off a sprig of the rosemary she carried.

         
         
         
         
         “Toss this into the grave when the service is done,” she said without looking at me.

         
         
         
         
         Four men lifted Granny and carried her out the door. Papa carried a torch and led the procession up the path to the mountainside cemetery. The night air seemed colder than usual, and I shivered walking alongside my mother. Her face was still and bleak, her eyes dry. Others carried torches to light our way. A full moon was up, though it was obscured by a thick layer of mist seeping in through the notch in the mountains. It looked like dead-white fingers reaching for us. Dark shadows danced between the trees as we passed, and my heart thumped madly, gooseflesh rising when I felt another presence join our procession.

         
         
         
         
         The sin eater was there, like a cold breath of wind on the back of my neck.

         
         
         
         
         Papa and his brothers had built a fence around the cemetery to keep wolves and other critters from digging. Granny once told me she liked the ground Papa had selected. It was a high place where those laid to rest would be dry and safe and have a grand view of the cove below and heaven above.

         
         
         
         
         I entered the gate just after my mother and took my place at her side. My Aunt Winnie carried the tray on which was the bread Mama had baked and the mazer of elderberry wine. A long, deep hole had been dug and the earth piled up. Granny, laid out on her bier, was placed upon that mound of red-brown, rocky soil. Aunt Cora spread a white cloth over Granny, and Aunt Winnie stepped forward and placed the tray upon the body.

         
         
         
         
         A stillness fell upon the congregation, taking such firm hold that even the crickets and frogs were silent.

         
         
         
         
         No one moved.

         
         
         
         
         No one breathed.

         
         
         
         
         I looked up and saw Mama’s face glowing red-gold in the torchlight, her eyes shut tight. When the gate clicked, those gathered turned away from Granny, keeping their backs to her. I did the same, the hair on my head prickling as I heard the soft footfall of the sin eater.

         
         
         
         
         It was so quiet, I heard the bread tear. I heard him gulp the wine. Was it hunger for sin that made him eat like a starving animal? Or was he as eager to have done with his terrible duty and be gone from this place as were those who stood with their backs turned and eyes tight shut in fear of looking into his evil eyes?

         
         
         
         
         Silence followed his hasty meal, and then he gave a shuddering sigh. “I give easement and rest now to thee, Gorawen Forbes, dear woman, that ye walk not over fields nor mountains nor along pathways. And for thy peace I pawn my own soul.”

         
         
         
         
         I couldn’t help it. His voice was so deep and tender and sorrowful, I turned, my heart aching. For the briefest instant our eyes met, and then I shut mine at the strange and terrifying sight of him. Yet time enough had passed to change everything from that day forward.

         
         
         
         
         Nothing would ever be the same again.

         
         
         
         
         “No harm done,” he said softly. His quiet footfall died away as he went out the gate. I looked toward it, but darkness had already swallowed him.

         
         
         
         
         Crickets chirped again, and somewhere close by the owl hooted. Whooo? Who is the sin eater? Whooo? Who is he? Whooo?

         
         
         
         
         Everyone breathed again, like a collective sigh of relief and thanksgiving that it was over now and Granny would rest in peace. Mama began to cry loudly—deep wrenching sobs of inconsolable grief. I knew it wasn’t just Granny she was grieving over. Others cried with her as the prayers were said. Granny was lowered into her resting place. Loved ones came forward one by one and threw in sprigs of rosemary. When everything was said and done, Papa scooped Mama up in his arms and carried her from the graveyard.

         
         
         
         
         Lingering behind, I watched two men shovel dirt on top of Granny. Each thud of earth made a cold thud inside me. One man looked up from his work. “Go on now, girl. Go on back to the house with the others.”

         
         
         
         
         As I left by the gate, I turned for a moment, my gaze traveling over the others laid to rest in the cemetery. My grandfather Ian Forbes had been first, followed by a son who had died of a Thursday after complaining of terrible stomach pains. Three cousins and an aunt had died in a week of fever. And then there was the stone for Elen.

         
         
         
         
         Halfway home, I looked down at the sprig of rosemary Mama had given me. I’d forgotten to throw it into the grave. Rubbing it between my palms, I crushed the small silvery leaves, releasing the scent. Putting my hands over my face, I breathed it in and wept. I stood like that, alone in the darkness, until Iwan came back for me. He held me close for a while, saying nothing. Then he took my hand and squeezed it. “Mama was worrying about you.”

         
         
         
         
         He meant to comfort, but I knew it was a lie. In truth, we both knew it.

         
         
         
         
         I stayed outside on the far end of the porch, my legs dangling over the edge. Leaning on the lower railing, I laid my head down in my arms and listened to Aunt Winnie sing a Welsh hymn Granny had taught her. Others joined in. Papa and the other men were drinking whiskey, little interested in the food the women had prepared.

         
         
         
         
         “What’d he mean, ‘no harm done’?” someone asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe he meant Gorawen Forbes didn’t have as many sins as she might have after such a long living.”

         
         
         
         
         “And maybe he’s taken on so many in the past twenty years, hers wilna make much difference.”

         
         
         
         
         “Leave off talking about the man,” Brogan Kai said sternly. “He done his duty and he’s gone. Forget him.”

         
         
         
         
         No one mentioned the sin eater again, not for the rest of that evening while the grieving was open and unashamed.

         
         
         
         
         Weary in body and spirit, I went inside and curled up on Granny’s cot. Pulling her blanket over me, I closed my eyes, consoled. I could still smell the scent of her mingling with the rosemary on my palms. For a few minutes I pretended she was still alive and well, sitting in her chair on the porch listening to everyone tell stories about her and Grandfather and countless others they’d loved. Then I got to thinking of Granny lying deep in that grave, covered over by the red-brown mountain soil. She would not rise to walk these hills again because someone had come and taken her sins away.

         
         
         
         
         Or had he?

         
         
         
         
         Somewhere out there in the wilderness, all alone, was the sin eater. Only he knew if he had accomplished what he had come to do.

         
         
         
         
         And yet, I could not help wondering. Why had he come at all? Why hadn’t he hidden himself away, pretending not to hear the passing bell echoing in the mountains? Were not the sins of one life enough to bear without taking on those of everyone that lived and died in the hollows and coves of our mountains? Why would he do it? Why would he carry so many burdens, knowing he would burn in hell for people who feared and despised him, who would never even look him in the face?

         
         
         
         
         And why did my heart ache so at the thought of him?

         
         
         
         
         Even at my tender age, I knew.

         
         
         
         
         Seventy to eighty years stretched out before me, long years of living ahead if I had Granny’s constitution. Years to live with what I had done.

         
         
         
         
         Unless . . .

         
         
         
         
         “Forget him,” Brogan Kai had commanded.
         

         
         
         
         
         Yet a quiet voice whispered in my ear, “Seek and ye shall find, my dear. Ask and the answer will be given . . .”

         
         
         
         
         And I knew I would, whatever came of it.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         T W O
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         It was three days after Granny Forbes was laid to rest that I met Lilybet in the forest. Papa and Iwan had been out working, and I had been left alone with Mama’s silence. I had done my chores and sat watching her spinning wool, the whir and click of the wheel the only sign of life from her. No words passed between us. Not even a look. I was low and melancholy from abiding under the shadow of death.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Can I do anything for you, Mama?”

         
         
         
         
         She looked at me, and her pain was terrible to see. I had cracked the shield of silence that protected her, and her heart spilled out through her eyes. I knew she couldn’t abide me so close in her grieving. In truth, my presence only served to rekindle her sorrow and tighten the chains around her heart. She was held captive in her losses and found no pleasure or even solace in my existence. I thought then it would have been better had I died.

         
         
         
         
         It was all I could think about on that sunny day, warm and clear, with themists burned away. I yearned for things to be different, for time to roll back, and knew it couldn’t. Desperate to help Mama in any small way, I took the basket from the porch, intending to fill it with garden sass. I knew just where to go for it, for while Granny had still walked this earth she had shown me where to find the savory greens and roots that added to our homegrown meals. Ramps grew aplenty under the maples in the cove; the pungent-scented bulbs added fine flavor to Mama’s soups and stews. Turkey cress grew in the woods above the house. In the meadowlands below was brook lettuce, blue violet, and dock.

         
         
         
         
         I had all we needed and more long before the sun had reached its high place overhead. I thought of leaving the basket like an offering on the front porch, knowing Mama would find it when she ventured outside to wash clothes or weed and water the garden. Yet hopelessness gripped me. What good would it do? Was there any offering I could give that would buy back time and undo what was done? No. I had to live with my sins, at least until I died and the sin eater could come and take them away.

         
         
         
         
         If Mama would let him . . .

         
         
         
         
         It was then that I turned toward the river, which was running high from the melting winter snows.

         
         
         
         
         The water was cold as I waded in and so clear I could see the orange, brown, and black pebbles and ribbons of green moss on the bottom. Small fish shot past me, keeping to their hiding places in the rocks until I disturbed them. If I had a fishing pole, maybe I could catch a big one and bring it home for supper. I paused to think about it, the ache in my feet growing until they were numb. Seeing a big trout swaying in the current, I became less inclined to think of it as supper. It was beautiful, swimming there so gracefully and doing no one any harm. Besides, its death would not elevate me in Mama’s eyes. It’d be food soon forgotten with the next pang of hunger.

         
         
         
         
         What could I offer to earn forgiveness?

         
         
         
         
         I was sore with hopelessness, grieving my own losses, and it was in that frame of mind that I began talking to myself in the wood, keeping myself company. Most of what I said was simple nonsense, just sounds to fill the void my loneliness was growing and to build my courage as I ventured further from home. I was making a decision and needed counsel. I thought then there was no other to listen but myself. Iwan could not encourage me, and Papa would not want to be bothered. Work was his salvation. So, seeking answers, I followed the river down to the fallen tree that bridged the narrows not far above the falls.

         
         
         
         
         It was there my life had changed. And it was there I could make amends for what had happened.

         
         
         
         
         I talked with myself as I went.

         
         
         
         
         “You shudna be here, Cadi. You’ve been warned to keep away!”

         
         
         
         
         “I have to be here. You know I have to see.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I know, child, but it’s dangerous. It’s no place for little girls to play.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not going to play.”

         
         
         
         
         I left the basket on the flat rock and climbed on the upturned roots of that great old pine, then sat down. A sick fear gripped my throat as I held tight to the root chair. The palms of my hands were slick with sweat. Thinking of Mama spinning in silence, her face so pale and forlorn, helped me gather courage. After a little while, the river’s roar seemed distant. A little longer, and it beckoned.

         
         
         
         
         Closing my eyes, I imagined walking out on that rough-bark bridge. I imagined standing in the middle with my arms spread like wings. I imagined flinging myself out like a bird in flight, arching, suspended for a moment before I plunged downward into the white foam and churning currents that crashed over boulders. I imagined what it would be like dipping, rising, swirling, and being swept over the falls. I imagined going down, down into that deep blue pool below. And then I imagined my body floating onward and going wherever the river ran, never to be found again. Papa said it poured into the sea. The sea, so far away, so deep, so wide I could not even imagine it. All I knew was I would be lost forever.

         
         
         
         
         Lost. And forgotten.

         
         
         
         
         Granny was gone now. I was alone. There was no one left to lead me out of the wilderness of my circumstances or the blight upon my soul. There was no one to love me back from the edge as Granny had done daily since last summer. I kept thinking, Oh, God, if only I could die, maybe then the sin eater would come and take my sins away. Oh, God, would that he could do it now while my heart beats and I still breathe, so I would not have to live with pain.

         
         
         
         
         And then she came, sudden and unexpected, like a shaft of light as the sun starts coming up over the mountain.

         
         
         
         
         “Hello, Katrina Anice,” she said in a voice soft and sweet.

         
         
         
         
         Opening my eyes, I looked around and saw a little girl younger than me sitting beside the basket I’d left on the flat rock. She stood and came toward me.

         
         
         
         
         “If you want to cross the river, there’s a better place back in the meadowlands below your house. Let’s cross over there.”

         
         
         
         
         Cocking my head, I stared at her, having no recollection of ever seeing her before. She had a cloud of golden hair that curled about her face and shoulders. And her eyes were very blue. They reminded me of what Granny had said about Ian Forbes’s eyes, and I got to wondering if she was some far-off and forgotten relative. And then I wondered how she came to be sitting there with nary a warning at her coming. She just appeared, quiet as a drifting bird, and called me Katrina Anice. It was a pretty name, though not my own. Cadi. That was my given name. Simple Cadi Forbes and nothing else. Oh, but I liked Katrina Anice so much better. It sounded like a name much thought on before its hinges were set in place.Wouldn’t it be nice to be someone special, someone loved? It would be a great relief to be anyone other than Cadi Forbes, even if just for a little while.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m Lilybet,” she said when I stayed in my solemn silence. “My father told me about you.”

         
         
         
         
         That surprised me. “He did?” I had no idea who her father was.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes.” She rose and stood in front of me. “I know all about what happened, Katrina Anice.” Her expression was so tender I felt as though love reached out to encircle me in gentle arms. “I know everything about you.”

         
         
         
         
         Lowering my head, I looked down into the river again. “Everybody knows.” My throat closed, hot with tears.

         
         
         
         
         “Everybody knows something, Katrina Anice, but who knows everything?”

         
         
         
         
         Lifting my head, I looked at her again, perplexed. “God knows.” God will judge. That did not bear contemplation. God is a consuming fire.

         
         
         
         
         She smiled at me. “I want to be your friend.”

         
         
         
         
         The ache inside my heart eased a little. Maybe, just for a little while, I would feel reprieved. “Where’d ye come from?”

         
         
         
         
         “Someplace far away and near.”

         
         
         
         
         I giggled, amused by her conversation. “You are very strange.”

         
         
         
         
         She laughed, and the sound was like birdsong and a cleansing stream. “The same has been said of you, Katrina Anice, but I think we understand one another very well, don’t we?”

         
         
         
         
         “Aye, we do at that.”

         
         
         
         
         “And even better given time.”

         
         
         
         
         Retrieving the basket, I headed back with her, climbing the rocks along the river, ducking beneath low, leafy branches. Returning to the meadowlands, we sat on a warm sandy bank and skipped stones. I talked, a flood of words after a long drought. And I dreamed, too, of times ahead. Mama would laugh again and Papa would play his dulcimer and Iwan would dance.

         
         
         
         
         Lilybet had called me Katrina Anice, and the name offered a new beginning. Like Granny, she seemed to love me without cause. And though I knew in my heart I was undeserving, I grasped Lilybet’s offer of friendship with both hands and survived in it.

         
         
         
         
         I took Lilybet home with me that first day, thinking to share the joy with Mama, but she paid Lilybet no mind, never even looking once at her. Not that this surprised me, for she didn’t look at me anymore either. Papa was not comforted by her presence; he didn’t like strangers about the place, and Lilybet was a stranger and inexplicable besides. She was unlike anyone I had ever met before or would ever meet again. Even Iwan was disturbed by her.

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe ye shudna spend so much time talking with Lilybet, Cadi,” he said several days after Lilybet first came. “Leastwise, not around Mama and Papa. Ye ken, my dear?”

         
         
         
         
         I did understand and took his gentle advice to heart.

         
         
         
         
         It was in Lilybet’s company that I decided I must find the sin eater. The idea so fixed itself in my head that I thought of little else.

         
         
         
         
         “Where do you think he might be, Lilybet?”

         
         
         
         
         “He’ll be someplace where no one can easily find him.”

         
         
         
         
         I couldn’t ask Mama about the sin eater for fear of what words she might lay upon my head for more disobedience. After all, Gervase Odara had commanded me not to look at the man, and my own cursed curiosity had done me in. As for Papa, well, he had such a dark countenance most times that approaching him about anything took more courage than I possessed. Yet I was plagued about the sin eater. Finally, I sought Iwan out as he was repairing a harness.

         
         
         
         
         “Why for are ye asking on him?”

         
         
         
         
         “He seemed such a sorry old soul.”

         
         
         
         
         “And rightful so. He’s taken enough sin upon himself to curse him for all eternity.”

         
         
         
         
         “But why would he do it, Iwan?”

         
         
         
         
         “How should I know, my dear?”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, Iwan, why would he so forsake himself and give his soul over to hell?”

         
         
         
         
         He lowered the strap of leather and looked at me grimly. “Ye shudna be asking about that mon, Cadi. Where would poor Granny be without him, aye? Ye shudna be thinking on him with pity. He’s gone now. He wilna come back until he’s needed again. Now, go on with ye and play. I’ve work to do, and it’s too fine a spring day for a little girl to be thinking such heavy thoughts.”

         
         
         
         
         Iwan could be as firm as Brogan Kai was commanding. They both said the same thing: Forget him.

         
         
         
         
         How could I forget him when he had looked at me and set his claws into my very soul? For every time I thought of the man, my wounded heart ached. He didn’t even have a name, but was called by what he did. Sin eater. Dear to goodness, even thinking about him made my flesh grow cold and prickly. Yet I had to know who he was and how he came to be.
         

         
         
         
         
         And if he could rescue me.

         
         
         
         
         It got so I couldn’t sleep at night without dreaming about the man. He would come to me in the darkest time just before dawn and say, “Who’ll take my sins away, Cadi Forbes?” And he would reach out for me, waking me up in a cold sweat.
         

         
         
         
         
         During my wanderings with Lilybet, I saw Fagan Kai, Cullen Hume, and Cull’s sister Glynnis on the riverbank. They’d built a small fire and were roasting fish. Creeping closer, I watched them for some time from the green-and-pink veiling of rhododendrons and a blooming serviceberry tree. The boys were spearfishing, Fagan having all the luck.

         
         
         
         
         “Why don’t you go down and ask them about the sin eater?” Lilybet said, but even thinking about it made me tremble.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m fine right here,” I whispered. “I can hear what they’re saying.” And I could watch Fagan.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s very handsome,” Lilybet said.

         
         
         
         
         “Aye.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s a nice boy. He’s a friend of Iwan’s.”

         
         
         
         
         “They’ve gone hunting together.” Fagan was standing on a rock in the middle of the stream, holding a spear high.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s a big one swimming for you!” Glynnis pointed excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         “Quiet or you’ll scare mine away,” her brother said in disgust. “Why don’t you go back and help Mama make soap?”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re making more noise than I am,” Glynnis said, lower jaw jutting. “And besides that, you couldn’t spear the cow, even tied up.”

         
         
         
         
         Fagan hurled the sharpened branch and gave a yelp of triumph. Stepping into the water, he raised his spear with a wriggling fish on the end.

         
         
         
         
         “You did it! You did it!” Glynnis clapped and jumped up and down excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         So impressed was I with his prowess, I stood, startling Glynnis, who startled Cull, who then missed his fish. “Yer lucky I don’t have a gun, Cadi Forbes. I might have shot ye for an injun!” Red-faced, he waded into the water to retrieve his sharpened stick.

         
         
         
         
         Fagan told him to be quiet.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s her fault I missed!”

         
         
         
         
         Fagan waded back to shore with his catch. “I said leave her be, Cull.” He looked up at me standing at a distance. “What’re ye doing this far afield, Cadi Forbes?”

         
         
         
         
         “Go on and tell him, Katrina Anice,” Lilybet whispered, still concealed among the leafy branches behind me. “Maybe he’ll help you.”

         
         
         
         
         “She made me miss!” Cull said, the spear gripped in his hand.

         
         
         
         
         Fagan turned on him. “This is Kai land and I decide who’s welcome. If ye canna hold yer tongue, get yer gear and go!” He yanked his fish from the spear and bent down to slip a thin piece of rope through its gills and out its mouth. Dropping it back into the water, he left it drifting with two others.

         
         
         
         
         “I dinna say she wasn’t welcome,” Cull said sullenly. “I just don’t like people sneaking up on me is all.”

         
         
         
         
         “I dinna mean to scare ye, Cullen Hume.”

         
         
         
         
         Cull’s face darkened. “I wasna scared!”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes you were,” Glynnis laughed. “Yer face went white as the underbelly of that fish.”

         
         
         
         
         Cull turned on his sister, and with a shrieking laugh she darted away. At a safe distance, she taunted him more. “Cullen was scared. Cullen was scared.” When he pitched a rock at her, she ducked. Straightening again, she stuck out her tongue at him and continued the harangue. “You missed me! You missed me!”

         
         
         
         
         “On purpose,” he shouted at her. “If I hit ye, ye’d just go crying home to Mama.” Turning his back on her, he glared at me as though all his misery was my fault. And maybe it was, since I was the one who’d startled him in the first place and given Glynnis the ammunition for torment.

         
         
         
         
         “So?” Fagan said. “What’re you doing on Kai land?”

         
         
         
         
         He was looking square at me.

         
         
         
         
         “I wasna thinking on whose land I was. I was just following the river.”

         
         
         
         
         “Following to where?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged, for I wasn’t sure I could trust them with my quest. Cull seemed downright unfriendly. Though Fagan was playing gentleman, he might tire of it quick enough if I mentioned the sin eater. After a minute of waiting for an answer, Fagan gave a shrug and headed out to the fishing rock again.

         
         
         
         
         “When ye going to quit?” Cull called out to him.

         
         
         
         
         “When I’ve got me one more.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s what you said about the last one!”

         
         
         
         
         “Cadi’ll need one to roast over the coals.”

         
         
         
         
         I blushed, embarrassed by Cull’s resentful stare. “Thank ye kindly, Fagan Kai, but I gotta be going.” I edged toward the woods.

         
         
         
         
         “Stand fast. It’ll only take me a few minutes.” Fagan stood poised on the rock, his spear raised once more.

         
         
         
         
         One didn’t ignore the command of a Kai, be he the father, Brogan, or one of his three sons. Even this one, the youngest and least, commanded deference. I stood as I’d been told, wishing I had never let myself be seen, while at the same time glad to have gained some small bit of attention from one so important in our mountains. I had always been drawn to this boy. He measured up to Iwan.

         
         
         
         
         Fagan cast his spear and leaned forward quickly. Grabbing the end, he lifted it high, sporting a writhing fish on the end. I expected him to give a yelp of triumph as he had before, but this time he returned to the riverbank with an air of dignity.

         
         
         
         
         Glynnis came back, giving over her badgering of her brother. She admired Fagan’s catch with fulsome words and then turned a jaundiced eye upon me. “Does yer mama know where ye are?”

         
         
         
         
         “She doesna mind my wandering.”

         
         
         
         
         Cullen gave a short laugh. “I heard she ain’t been right in the head since—”

         
         
         I ran for the woods. Fagan called out to me, but I didn’t stop. I was not going to stand and hear the rest of what Cullen Hume had to say, Fagan Kai or no Fagan Kai.

         
         
         
         
         Diving into the leafy branches, I raced between the trees heading up the hill and along the wooded hillside.

         
         
         
         
         “Cadi!”

         
         
         
         
         Ducking into some thick bushes, I crouched down, out of breath. Sitting as far back in the leafy cave as I could, I drew my knees up tight against my chest and waited, scrubbing the tears from my eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “Ye canna let words hurt ye so,” Lilybet whispered.

         
         
         
         
         Words could be sharper than a two-edged sword. They cut deep and left me bleeding. I tensed and held my breath as I heard footsteps coming my way.

         
         
         
         
         “Cadi!” Fagan stood not far from my refuge. He looked around slowly. “Cadi, where are ye, girl?” He stood quiet for a long moment, his head cocked slightly.

         
         
         
         
         Like a cornered rabbit, I remained still.

         
         
         
         
         “Cullen’s sorry. He dinna mean anything. He’s just sore because he ain’t caught a fish today. Come on out, Cadi. Ye must have a good reason to be so far afield.”

         
         
         
         
         “Say something, Katrina Anice. Maybe you and Fagan and the others can find the sin eater.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m your friend, ain’t I, Cadi Forbes?”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you?” I said from my hiding place.

         
         
         
         
         He turned sharply, looking in my direction, but I could tell he hadna seen me.

         
         
         
         
         “Go out, Cadi,” Lilybet said.

         
         
         
         
         “Be silent,” I whispered to her.

         
         
         
         
         “Go on out to him.”

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         “He may know something that would help.”

         
         
         
         
         “What could he know?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ye won’t know until ye ask, now will ye?”

         
         
         
         
         Pushing the branches aside, I stood up. He grinned at me. “Ye run faster than a deer, you know?”

         
         
         
         
         Pressing my way through the shrubs, I stood in front of him, my cheeks hot. “Ye dinna have to follow.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I dinna,” he said and nodded his head in the direction of the river. “Come on back.”

         
         
         
         
         We didn’t say anything to one another on the way, and I began to regret taking Lilybet’s advice. Cullen and Glynnis were roasting fish.

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t mean nothing,” Cullen said and handed me a long stick with a trout. It had been gutted and cleaned. I thanked him and sat down to roast it. Glynnis talked about helping catch the fish by scaring them toward the boys holding the spears.

         
         
         
         
         “Fagan’s done it before,” Cullen said. “He’s teaching me.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll do better next time.” Fagan tossed a fish head with skeleton attached into the brush. “I learned from my brothers. They used to plague me something awful about my aim. Took a sight of time to learn just when and how to throw. You’ll catch on, Cullen.”

         
         
         
         
         “What’re you doing so far from your house?” Glynnis looked at me with curious interest.

         
         
         
         
         Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly, hoping my heart would slow down and drop back into its rightful rhythm. “I’m trying to find out about the sin eater.”

         
         
         
         
         Cullen swore exactly like his father. “The sin eater! What’re you doing wanting to find out about the likes of him?”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s a monster.” Glynnis’s eyes were wide. “He has fire red eyes like the devil and long fangs like a wolf. And his hands are claws.”

         
         
         
         
         I knew that was not so but said nothing about it. Glynnis would want to know how I knew, and I was loath to admit I had looked at the acurst man when he was taking Granny’s sins upon himself. I had seen no fangs, but that didn’t mean he had none. He had surely eaten like a ravenous wolf. “Who told you these things?”

         
         
         
         
         “My mama did.”

         
         
         
         
         “He must’ve been a man once,” Fagan said.

         
         
         
         
         “A man who gave himself to the devil,” Cullen said. “He loves sin. He spends his whole life looking for it so he can feast on it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe that isna so,” I said. “He sounded so awful sorrowful after eating my granny’s sins. And he called her ‘dear,’ as though he cared for her.”

         
         
         
         
         Fagan, Cull, and Glynnis said nothing for a long moment. Fagan was staring off toward the mountains, frowning slightly. “I wonder where he lives.”

         
         
         
         
         “No one knows.” Cullen shrugged. “Only time he ever comes into the cove is when the passing bell rings for somebody.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’d be afraid to go looking for him,” Glynnis said.

         
         
         
         
         “He must be somewhere close enough to hear the ringing,” Fagan said, still contemplating the mountains. “Maybe up there somewhere.”He pointed toward the highest mountain to the west. “My father’s always told me to keep away from those mountains.”

         
         
         
         
         “Could be he lives up one of them hollows.”

         
         
         
         
         Glynnis shook her head. “Couldn’t hear nothing if he did.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, maybe someone tells him when someone’s died. Who says he hears the bell?” Cullen said.

         
         
         
         
         “Who’d it be?” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Gervase Odara maybe.” He shrugged. “She’s the one who’d know if someone was dying, her being the healer and all. Maybe she tells him.”

         
         
         
         
         I thought about that. Maybe I could talk with her when she was visiting with Elda Kendric. She was there every few days with a remedy to ease the old woman’s swollen joints. “She used to come by our house and visit with Mama, but that was a long while ago.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your mama don’t make people welcome no more,” Glynnis said. “Mama said she’s so deep in grieving over her dead that she ain’t got time anymore for the living.”

         
         
         
         
         They all looked at me. I wasn’t comforted by their attention. I hadn’t come for pity but to find out anything I could about the sin eater. It appeared to me they didn’t know much more than I. Everything they’d said so far was guessing, and I could do that all by myself. I looked up at the mountains to the west and wondered if he was up there somewhere. “Seems a lonely place . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe he ain’t far away at all,” Cullen said.

         
         
         
         
         Fagan got up and washed his hands in the river. “Cullen could be right.Who’s to say the sin eater stays up on a mountain. Maybe he comes down and watches people.”

         
         
         
         
         “He could be watching us right now.” Glynnis shuddered and looked around, face paling. “I wish you hadn’t said that, Fagan. I ain’t going to sleep nights now wondering if he’s peering in our windows.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe he knows when someone’s going to die.” The thought clearly troubled Fagan.

         
         
         
         
         Cullen tossed his fish bones into the fire. “Maybe he’s like the wolves sensing when an animal’s sick. He can smell death coming and prowls around until he can feast on it.”

         
         
         
         
         “He dinna come when Elen died,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         Fagan sat down again. “There was no need. She wasna old enough to have done anything wrong.”

         
         
         
         
         That was not the only reason, of course. But he was kind enough not to say it.

         
         
         
         
         I blinked back tears. “Granny told me once that all of us are sinners. They taught her that back in Wales.”

         
         
         
         
         “If he dinna come, it must mean she dinna have any sins big enough to need eating.” Fagan’s tone was soothing. “He knows when he’s to come, Cadi. The night of your granny’s funeral, Mama said the sin eater knows when he’s needed.”

         
         
         
         
         Did he? Was he out there somewhere watching us? Were his eyes fixed upon me?

         
         
         
         
         “You going to eat that fish?” Cullen said to me. I handed him the stick with the half-eaten fish.

         
         
         
         
         “Why don’t we look for him?” Fagan said.

         
         
         
         
         Cullen’s head came up. “If he so much as looks at you with his evil eye, you’re dead.”

         
         
         
         
         “No you’re not,” I said before I thought better of it.

         
         
         
         
         Three pairs of eyes turned on me, wide and questioning. I blushed and put my head down on my knees.

         
         
         
         
         “You looked at him, dinna ye?” Fagan said.

         
         
         
         
         I’d opened the door to more grief and disregard. Would he tell my brother first chance he had?

         
         
         
         
         Glynnis drew back slightly. “Dinna ye know you’re not supposed to look at him, Cadi Forbes? Dinna anyone tell ye?”

         
         
         
         
         “I cudna help myself! He sounded so sorrowful.”

         
         
         
         
         “He gave you the evil eye, didn’t he?” Cullen cringed back.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, you’re in it now. You’re in it.”

         
         
         
         
         I jumped up, standing over them. “He dinna have red eyes. And his hands were fine and clean, not claws at all.”

         
         
         
         
         “And his teeth?” Cullen leaned forward. “What about his teeth?”

         
         
         
         
         “I dinna see his teeth.” My passion was spent and I looked away. “He was wearing a hood with eyeholes and a flap over his mouth.”

         
         
         
         
         “He was probably hiding them,” Cullen said and sank his teeth into the rest of my fish.

         
         
         
         
         “He must be a monster for all the sin he’s eaten,” Glynnis said.

         
         
         
         
         “That must be why he covers his face,” Fagan said. “Whoever he is, he’s been the sin eater since before I was born.”

         
         
         
         
         Glynnis shook her head. “Could we talk about summat else?”

         
         
         
         
         “Now who’s scared?” Cullen said smugly.

         
         
         
         
         “So what if I am? You ought to be, too.” She looked at me warily. “You shouldn’t talk about him at all, Cadi Forbes. Sum-mat terrible could happen to you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Talking about him ain’t going to bring him down on her head,” Fagan said.

         
         
         
         
         “Who’s to say?” Glynnis looked at him. “You don’t know what could come of it!”

         
         
         
         
         “And you do?”

         
         
         
         
         “I know enough to know he’s evil and no good can come of even thinking on him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why don’t you run on back to Mama?” Cullen taunted.

         
         
         
         
         “If I do, I’m going to tell her what you’re talking about!”

         
         
         
         
         “And I’ll tell her you’re a liar!”

         
         
         
         
         “And she’ll take a switch to both of you,” Fagan said.

         
         
         
         
         I sat silent, feeling the prickles of fear rising.Why had I trusted them? If Glynnis went home and told her mother we were talking about the sin eater, her mother would want to know how they dared. Cadi Forbes, that’s who dared. And Cadi Forbes hadn’t just dared talk about him. She had looked at him. Oh, I had sins aplenty onmy head and here was another. I could not go through a day without committing another grievous error.

         
         
         
         
         “Glynnis is right.” I hoped I hadn’t done them harm. “I’m sorry I said anything about him. Just forget it.” It was my trouble and I would sort it out.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll have to pray,” Glynnis said. “Pray hard to almighty God that the evil don’t take hold of you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know.” I had done a lot of praying over the past year, but I didn’t think God was listening. I held more hope in Granny’s prayers on my behalf than anything I had said on my own. And Granny was gone. There was no one to intercede for me now.

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t linger with them long after that, but made my excuses and headed back. Lilybet met me on the trail. “They don’t know any more than I do,” I said to her.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you going to give over looking for the sin eater?”

         
         
         
         
         I considered it as I headed home. Maybe it was a poor idea trying to find someone who was so much an outcast. Yet wasn’t I? Not an outcast from the community but from my mother’s heart. And maybe Papa’s, too, for that matter, though he didn’t make it as apparent. He could talk to me without that heart-split look in his eyes. Maybe men didn’t feel as deeply as women.

         
         
         
         
         Yet, feeling as I did, I could not leave it as it was. I had to seek the man out, whatever the cost. Lilybet seemed pleased that I had not given up my quest. “Do ye know what ye’ll ask him when ye meet?”

         
         
         “I’ve not thought that far ahead.”

         
         
         “Think it through then, Katrina Anice. I think ye’ll come upon him sooner than ye think.”

         
         
         When I looked at her, hoping for an explanation, she just smiled at me, her eyes alight with promise.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         THREE

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1192]

         
         
         Gervase Odara came by the house a few days later. When I came in from doing chores, she and Mama were sitting inside near the hearth, Mama staring at the flames. “Good day, child,” the healer said as I stopped in the doorway, unsure of whether to enter or wait outside until her departure. It seemed providence that she appeared, having been the one to warn me about looking into the sin eater’s eyes.
         

         
         
         
         
         She put her worn hands on her knees and pushed herself up. “I just come by to visit with your mama awhile. I’d best be getting on to Elda Kendric, or she’ll wonder what’s become of me.”

         
         
         
         
         “How’s she doing these days, ma’am?” I remembered how much stock Granny took in the old woman. She always said they were good friends who had come through many a hardship together.

         
         
         
         
         “She’s in a lot of pain though she doesn’t like to let on. Why don’t you come along with me? It would cheer her up to see Gorawen Forbes’s granddaughter.” She cast a look at Mama. “Unless you’ve things for Cadi to do for you, Fia.”

         
         
         
         
         “She can go,” she said dully, not looking up from the fire.

         
         
         
         
         “Bring a shawl then, Cadi. It’s clouding over.”

         
         
         
         
         I was weary from my chores and would have preferred stretching out on Granny’s bed, but what Lilybet had said came back to me. If anyone would know anything about the sin eater, it was Elda Kendric. Except for Granny, she had been around the longest. If I went to visit her, I’d soon learn where the sin eater lived. The hope of that enticed me into obedience.

         
         
         
         
         The healer and I walked a ways in silence, she thinking and me not knowing what to say. Then she paused along the pathway. “Here’s pennyroyal. It’s good for fevers.” She picked leaves and put them into the basket she always carried. Granny used to say she was born with it dangling from her arm. “Over there’s bleeding heart. Pull the smaller plant, dearie, and take it up gentle so as not to break the root. That’s the best part.”

         
         
         
         
         I hastened to do her bidding, eager to please. I had a long liking of the healer, for she was kind and given over to the care of people. She had been one of Granny’s dearest friends and often came to pass time. They would talk about the mountain people and cures for their ailments. I liked sitting by and listening to their rememberings, though they sometimes seemed cautious in my hearing. Often it was in my mind to be a healer like Gervase Odara. She was held in high regard in our small community of families, nestled as we were in the mountain coves and hollows. And so I ran to do her bidding.

         
         
         
         
         My knees sank into the deep leaf fall. It lay so thick on the ground it was like a newly stuffed mattress. I drew the bleeding heart carefully from its growing place, thankful and pleased it came up easily. Brushing away the dirt, I carried the prize back to Gervase Odara, hoping to earn her good pleasure.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank ye, child.” She smiled and tucked the plant into her basket, then brushed the hair back from my shoulder as we began walking again. “Your mama says you have a new friend.”

         
         
         
         
         I clasped my hands behind my back and said nothing. My happiness was dampened knowing it was not my company she had sought after all. Mama had put her up to it.

         
         
         
         
         “Lilybet, she says you call her.”

         
         
         
         
         I made a sound that could have been taken for yea or nay.

         
         
         
         
         She stopped to cut some bark from a red oak tree. “Why don’t ye tell me about her?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing much to tell, ma’am.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where’d she come from?”

         
         
         
         
         “Far away, she says, ma’am.”

         
         
         
         
         “Far away o’er the mountains? Or further away than that?”

         
         
         
         
         “Across the sea, I reckon.”

         
         
         
         
         “That far? Maybe she comes from closer than you know, aye?”

         
         
         
         
         I was not sure what she meant by that, but it had an ominous sound. We came out of the woods to the stretch of highland meadow. Yellow daisies and purple lupine and white lace were growing. I didn’t want to talk of Lilybet anymore and ran my hands along the flowers as we walked through them. They were damp from dew. The sky was clouding over, and thunder rumbled in the distance as we headed uphill toward the trees.

         
         
         
         
         “It’ll rain before we reach Elda’s,” the healer said.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, ma’am, but only long enow for the earth to have a drink.” Granny had always said that. It pleased me to think about the things she used to say, and I knew that Granny had said it often enough that the healer would remember also.

         
         
         
         
         “Aye, my dear.” She laughed at my fair imitation. “And true it is.” Her smile turned wistful. “Your granny was a wise woman, my dear, and we all sorely miss her. You most of all.” She looked at me intently. “Aye?”

         
         
         
         
         “Papa, too, I’m thinking,” I said to be polite.

         
         
         
         
         “As should he, her being his mother and all. But your papa ken what was coming, I reckon. It’s harder for the young to understand an end when they’re just at the beginning with a long living stretching out ahead. That’s the way of things, dearie. We’re only allotted a certain number of years to walk this earth, and then our time comes. Your granny passed on and another enters in. Jillian O’Shea had her baby two mornings before we laid your granny to rest.”

         
         
         
         
         “There was room aplenty for a new baby without Granny leaving.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know, child, and let there be no misunderstanding. She dinna die so that the babe could come. I mean only that her passing isna the end of everything. Life goes on. And your granny will rise again on Judgment Day. Most likely, she’ll see Jesus coming down from heaven from where she’s resting high on that hill. No, my dear. It ain’t her I mean. It’s the living concerns me most. Your granny’s resting easy now, sleeping until the end of time comes upon us all.”

         
         
         
         
         “Because of what the sin eater did for her.”

         
         
         
         
         She gave me a sidelong look. “Aye, that’s true enow. She’ll have no sins to make her walk these hills, but we’ve other things to talk about, you and I. Important things. Has Lilybet any folks?”

         
         
         
         
         I saw she meant to keep me from speaking more of the sin eater and fix on Lilybet. I was greatly uncomfortable with the set of her conversation. “She mentioned her father.” I hoped for another opportunity to learn more about the sin eater once we reached Elda Kendric. Being so old and near the grave herself, Elda Kendric was not afeared of anything.

         
         
         
         
         “And have ye ever laid eyes upon her father, dearie?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, ma’am.”

         
         
         
         
         “And where’d ye meet Lilybet?”

         
         
         
         
         My heart started in pounding. I thought to tell her I’d met Lilybet in the meadow at the west end of the cove, but everyone knew Gervase Odara could tell when someone was lying. She stopped at my silence. Taking hold of my shoulders, she turned me to face her. “Tell me, child.”

         
         
         
         
         Her pale blue eyes were so fixed upon me that I blurted out the truth. “At the river.”

         
         
         
         
         She straightened with a start, releasing me. Afraid of what was coming, I darted away, calling back over my shoulder. “Miz Kendric might like some flowers.” I retreated to the top of the meadow to gather some, thinking Gervase Odara might go on without me and I would catch up when she reached the old woman’s house.

         
         
         
         
         She waited. Both arms looped through the handle of her basket, she waited and watched. “Where by the river, Cadi Forbes?” she called after me.

         
         
         
         
         I could feel the heat coming up my neck and filling my face and then washing away as quick as it come, leaving me cold as winter snow inside. “Does it matter?”

         
         
         
         
         “Aye, it matters, child. Now, come on back. Elda’s waiting.”

         
         
         
         
         I did as she bade me, bringing a bouquet of flowers with me. They would cheer the old woman and give me something to hold on to.

         
         
         
         
         “Where did this Lilybet come upon ye, child?”

         
         
         
         
         I knew she would not give over until she knew all she had set her mind to know. “Above the falls.”

         
         
         
         
         She looked troubled. “Near the tree bridge?”

         
         
         
         
         I nodded once, slowly, my eyes filling with tears. Sucking my lower lip, I bit down, awaiting her pronouncement upon me.

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara’s mouth became pinched with dismay. Cupping my chin, she lifted my head and waited for me to look at her. “Ye must be careful, Cadi Forbes. Ye must listen hard to me, my girl, and do as I say. Close your heart to this Lilybet. Do not let her near to ye again. This is most important. I ken you’re sorrowful and hurting for what happened, dear, but ye mustna let those feelings be a road into your soul.” She stroked my tears away, looking as aggrieved as I was feeling. “Oh, child, thar’s things in these mountains even I dunna understand, but I know enough to leave alone. And ye must do the same. This Lilybet is not what she seems.”

         
         
         
         
         Every way I turned, I faced a mystery. Oh, I understood rightly enough that she was warning me against having anything more to do with Lilybet. What I didn’t ken was why. What things were in these mountains? What things should be left alone? And what was wrong with Lilybet, who had been only kind to me? And now I must forsake her when she was my only true friend? Gathering my courage, I asked the healer about all this, but she shook her head and would not say more. Even as young as I was, I understood that she was afeared of something and talking about it made that fear grow. For my sake, she tried not to let it show, but I sensed it all the same. Death has a smell that permeates. She was not frightened by what she knew but by what she didn’t understand.

         
         
         
         
         Why was it so? And did it have to stay that way, ever being afraid of what was beyond our understanding?

         
         
         
         
         In my heart I knew that Lilybet was opening a door for me.

         
         
         
         
         She was giving me a glimpse inside. But inside what?

         
         
         
         
         I didn’t know. All I had in response to my questions were more questions.

         
         

         
         
         
         Elda Kendric was in sore spirits and sorry condition when we reached her place. She hollered from inside her house for us to come in. Gervase said right off she could see the old woman’s joints were swollen. In fact, Miz Elda was aching so fierce she couldn’t even rise to greet us. She tried, but her grimace turned to a growl. “I was wishing for ye to come two days ago.”

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara made no explanations, but went to Elda Ken-dric’s cabinet and took out a jug of whiskey. She poured a goodly amount into a mug and stirred in honey and vinegar. “Thar’s a small pouch in my basket, Cadi. Bring it o’er here if ye please.” I did so and watched her open it and add two pinches of powder to the drink. “A bit of rhubarb’ll help the poor dear.” She pulled the drawstring and handed the small pouch back to me, then offered the drink to the old woman. Elda Kendric downed it right quickly, clearly craving ease. Then the healer took a jar from the shelf and went outside.

         
         
         
         
         “She’ll be back soon as she’s caught some bees,” the old woman said. “Why don’t ye sit awhile and keep me company?” She smiled through her pain. “I don’t bite too hard, especially since I lost my teeth. Pull up that stool.”

         
         
         
         
         Here was my opportunity if I had the courage for it. I sat close to Elda Kendric and tried to think of a way to ask about the sin eater without being found out. She looked at me, a small smile playing on her lips. Granny used to get that look sometimes, as though she knew very well what I was thinking. Or thought she did.

         
         
         
         
         “Those are pretty flowers ye’re holding thar. Did ye pick them for your mama?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, ma’am. I thought ye might like them.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do indeed. Yer granny was partial to blue beauties, but I’ve always liked daisies best.”

         
         
         
         
         I placed them in her lap and watched her finger the blossoms. “They come from the meadow below your woods, ma’am.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thought so. Last time I walked through that meadow was on the way to yer granny’s funeral.” She looked up from the flowers. “Lyda Hume came to visit yesterday and said her young’uns had seen ye.”

         
         
         
         
         “Fagan was spearing fish.”

         
         
         
         
         “Jest like his daddy. Ain’t happy unless he’s killing something.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ma’am, I was wondering . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “Wondering about what?”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, about who ye’ll want to come to your funeral.”

         
         
         
         
         She cackled. “Land sakes, chile, what a thing to ask a poor old woman. I ain’t dead yet.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, ma’am, but what good’ll it do to wait?”

         
         
         
         
         The healer returned. Two bees buzzed angrily in the bottle she carried.

         
         
         
         
         I moved back as Gervase Odara knelt. Forsaking modesty, the old woman pulled her skirt up past her knees. Angering the bees by tapping the jar, the healer removed the first one with wood tweezers. Elda Kendric drew in her breath sharply as she received the first sting.

         
         
         
         
         “Time was I could have gone out and caught these bees myself without waiting on yer convenience,” Miz Elda said, brushing away the dying honeybee that had just dispensed the poison that eased her pain. She sucked in her breath sharply as the healer put a second bee on her other leg. When the treatment was done, Miz Elda laboriously pushed her skirt down again. “The chile was just asking who’ll be invited to my funeral.”

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara looked at me with dismay and I blushed.

         
         
         
         
         “I reckon I’d want everyone invited who’d like to come,” Miz Elda said, leaning forward and patting my hand. “I’d like a wake just like yer granny had. Plenty of good food for the women and whiskey for the men.”

         
         
         
         
         “And the sin eater? Will ye want him to come, Miz Kendric?”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, indeed. I’ll have sore need of him.”

         
         
         
         
         “And how’ll we find him for ye?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ye won’t need to find him. The passing bell echoes in these mountains,” Gervase Odara said. “He’ll most likely hear it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that where he is? High on the mountaintop?”

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara frowned as Miz Elda answered. “Reckon so.” She rubbed her aching legs. “No one really knows where he lives, except maybe—” The healer cleared her throat. “Hmmm,” Miz Elda said, meeting her glance. She looked at me again. “Could be he’s living in a house he built or a cave he found, but he ain’t so far removed from us that he won’t know when he’s needed. Don’t ye worry yourself about it.”

         
         
         
         
         I knew to leave off asking where to find him and tried another track. “How did he come to be the sin eater?”

         
         
         
         
         “Why, he was chosen, of course.”

         
         
         
         
         “Chosen? How?”

         
         
         
         
         The healer turned while mixing another mug of medicine for Miz Elda. “It isna good for a chile to be so fixed in her mind about the sin eater.” She came to us and handed the mug to the old woman.

         
         
         
         
         “I was just wondering what to do if Miz Elda died and—”

         
         
         Elda Kendric snorted. “Just because yer granny has gone on her way don’t mean every soul past seventy is going to chase right on after her.” She drank the remedy, shuddered, and held out the empty mug to Gervase Odara. “Thank ye kindly, Ger-vase.” She moved easier, shifting in her chair. “I’m feeling a wee bit sleepy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Soon as we get some vittles into ye, we’ll put ye to bed. I’ll come round tomorrow and see how ye be.” The healer had brought bread, berry preserves, and a jar of thick soup, which she was warming over the fire she’d stoked.

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s just visit awhile. I’ll eat after ye go.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ye’ll eat now, Elda.”

         
         
         
         
         The old woman looked at me, eyes twinkling. “She doesna trust me.”

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara cracked an egg and stirred it into the soup she was heating over the fire. Pouring it into a bowl, she brought it back and put it on the table.

         
         
         
         
         Elda Kendric took the proffered spoon in her gnarled, misshapen fingers. “Nothing tastes good anymore.” But the bread and berry preserves were to her liking, especially when washed down by tea brewed from the green bark of a wild cherry tree.

         
         
         
         
         The healer sat by her, making sure she ate every bite and drank every drop. They talked about others in the cove. Mercy Tattersall was in a family way again, seven babies in eight years, and the woman is done in from the last. Tate MacNamara shot the painter that had been killing his sheep. Pen Densham’s son Pete fell from the hayloft and broke his leg in two places.

         
         
         
         
         Not once did they mention the sin eater.

         
         
         
         
         “Thar now, dearie, ye sleep well,” Gervase Odara said, having seen the old woman to her bed and covered over with a quilt. “I’ll come by tomorrow.”

         
         
         
         
         “Cadi,” the old lady said sleepily. “Ye come by anytime, dear-ie. We’ll talk about yer granny. I miss the old soul.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank ye, ma’am. I hope ye’ll be feeling better.”

         
         
         
         
         She took my hand and held it strong as Gervase Odara turned away to tidy up the cooking things. “We can talk about other things, too.”

         
         
         
         
         It fixed in my mind that she was talking about the sin eater, and it was all I could do not to press her right then and there with questions. But she was already dozing off, the healer’s remedies sitting well with her and easing her poor body of its pain.

         
         
         
         
         Lightning split the gray sky with white as we were on the way home. “We’ll keep to the trees,” Gervase Odara said as the deep rumble rolled. She was afeared, and rightfully so, with the sky brightened again. I heard of a man once who was running for home and got struck dead in the meadow just below his house. Granny said she reckoned he had done something real bad to rile up God like that.

         
         
         
         
         Another jagged shaft of light struck in the distance, and I thought sure it was coming for me. A wind came up as the thunder rolled again. Closer and closer it came. Granny had told me God’s voice was like the thunder, and he lived in the dark clouds. She had learned all this when she was very young in Wales and had attended services every Sunday with her mother and father. “He is fire and wind,” she’d said.

         
         
         
         
         “Is God speaking to us, ma’am?”

         
         
         
         
         “Shouting more like it,” Gervase Odara said as the thunder rolled again, so heavy and loud now the hair stood up on my head. “Stay to the trees, Cadi, and move along. The skies’ll open afore we can make shelter the way ye’re dawdling.”

         
         
         
         
         As the lightning flashed, I thought I saw someone standing in the trees above us. The light blazed hot, and there he was in his tattered clothes and hood.

         
         
         
         
         “Sin eater!” I cried out and then the light dimmed and so did he.

         
         
         
         
         “Hush now!” Gervase Odara snapped, having glanced sharply up the hill. “Thar’s nothing there.” She caught hold of my hand and pulled me back and along with her through the woods. When I looked back over my shoulder, he was gone.

         
         
         
         
         Mama sent me for firewood as soon as we arrived home.

         
         
         
         
         Lilybet was waiting beside the pile of oak Papa had chopped.

         
         
         
         
         “The healer says you’re not all ye seem to be,” I told her. “And she told me I shudna open my heart to ye.”

         
         
         
         
         She smiled sadly. “Do ye think I mean ye harm, Katrina Anice?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         Her eyes softened and she came closer. “You must trust your heart in this. Heed what it tells you.”

         
         
         
         
         My heart ached within me, ached for something I could not define. Looking into her eyes, I believed she knew what it was I longed to have, and if I but trusted her, she would show me the path to finding it. I thought the sin eater was the key. I wanted to tarry longer and tell her about my visit with Elda Kendric.

         
         
         
         
         “Go back for now, Katrina Anice,” she said. “We’ve time to talk tomorrow when you’re out and about in the sunshine and the meadow.”

         
         
         
         
         I stacked one last piece of firewood on my arm. Glancing up again, I saw she was already gone. Straining under the burden I carried, I returned to the house.

         
         
         
         
         Gervase Odara was leaving as I came in, the rain having already stopped. She tipped my chin and told me to remember what she’d told me.

         
         
         
         
         Mama was making preparations for supper when I dumped my heavy load into the woodbin. “Put another log on the fire, Cadi,” she said dully. She didn’t say another word to me for the rest of the afternoon.

         
         
         
         
         Papa and Iwan washed up outside and came in near dusk for supper. Plowing, tilling, and cultivating the fields had been done in Aries. Now that the fruitful sign of Taurus was upon us, planting had begun. Papa always said crops planted in Taurus and Cancer would stand drought.

         
         
         
         
         “What’ve ye been doing all day, little sister?” Iwan said to me, ladling out another helping of Mama’s stew.

         
         
         
         
         “I went to Elda Kendric’s with the healer.”

         
         
         
         
         “And how’s the old soul?”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s in terrible pain, but doesn’t reckon she’ll be dying soon.”

         
         
         
         
         Iwan grimaced and said nothing more. I saw by his expression that I had said too much already. Mama ate slowly without speaking to anyone. Papa looked at her several times, like he was waiting for something from her. After a while his face hardened, and he didn’t look at her again. He finished eating in silence, pushed his plate away, and stood. “I got work in the barn.” He went out the door.

         
         
         
         
         Iwan went outside and sat on the porch while I cleared and washed the dishes. Mama left me to it, sitting at her spinning wheel again, retreating into her solitude. When I finished, I went outside to be near my brother. He was the only one who had not been undone by our tragedy. I sat on the edge of the porch and rested my head in my arms on the railing. We didn’t say anything. He was tired and I was sad, and both of us were looking toward the barn where the lantern light shone through the open door.
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