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A Note from the Author

Dear Reader,

Maple Ridge began with a church that needed repair — but what |
discovered as | wrote was that beams and bricks are rarely the only
things in need of rebuilding.

This series is about the quiet miracles of ordinary faith. It is about
families fractured and restored, prodigals returning, second
chances granted, and love that grows stronger with time. It is about
a small town that learns, again and again, that redemption is not a
moment — it isalifelong work of grace.

You will meet couples young and old. You will walk through
storms and weddings, droughts and revivals, doubts and
declarations. And by the final pages, | hope you will feel what the
people of Maple Ridge come to understand:

God isfaithful.

Community matters.

And love — when rooted in Christ — endures.
Thank you for stepping beneath the steeple with me.
With gratitude,

Katherine Knells



Prelude

Rebecca Morgan had aways known storms, but never one like
this. She sat at the piano in the corner of the fellowship hall, her
fingers resting lightly on the worn keys. The room smelled faintly
of coffee and damp wood, a mixture born of hurried arrivals and
borrowed sanctuary. Outside, rain tapped sporadically against the
high windows, as if testing their resolve. The lights hummed
overhead, running off the generator the crew worked so hard to
keep steady.

Around her, voices rose and fell, quiet conversations between
neighbors who had been shaken out of their homes. Some
murmured about barns collapsed under the weight of the wind;
others whispered prayers yet unfinished. Her niece crouched
nearby, arranging a stack of crayons at the folding table, the
rhythmic scrape of wax against paper calming in its stark
simplicity.

Rebecca s hands remained on the keys, unmoving. She could not
play. Not tonight.

The church doors swung open, flooding the room with cold air and
muted light from the parking lot. Caleb Foster stepped inside. Mud
streaked heavy down his boots. His jacket hung damp from the
shoulders, the storm clinging to him as if reluctant to let go. He
paused in the doorway, scanning the room, then rested his eyes on
her. She felt it like the soft pressure of the rain against the
windows, unspoken, but present.



She braced herself, her fingers curling dlightly into the silence.

It had been over a decade. A handful of years punctuated by
nothing but unanswered guestions and memories that felt too
tender to unfold. And here he was again, standing on the threshold
of her life after winds had torn through everything solid.

He did not speak. She did not call his name.

Outside, the rain shifted. Softer now. Lingering. Almost reluctant
to leave.



Chapter 1

The Night the Wind Changed Everything

The wind struck the side of the Morgan house with force. Rebecca
Morgan stood at the kitchen window, phone in one hand, the other
pressed to the glass. Outside was darkness. The yard light on the
garage corner flickered and went out.

The storm surged, gusts pushing harder and scraping tree limbs
across the roof like fingernails. Her phone buzzed. A new weather
alert listed high winds, possible tornado activity. Rebecca set it
down, tested a flashlight from the pantry, and pulled out a battery
lantern.

The television showed a calm-voiced weatherman pointing at a red
warning line across the region. The unnatural steadiness of his
expression unsettled her. Turning off the TV left the house in tense
quiet. A branch cracked sharply outside, prompting Rebecca to
check the deadbolt and chain. They felt cold, useless against what
approached.

Upstairs, Rebecca found her niece Alana asleep in her bedroom,
headphones askew. She nudged her awake. “The storm is
worsening. Put your shoes on and grab your jacket. We are going
to the downstairs hallway.”

Alana rubbed sleep from her eyes and registered the wind. “Is it a
tornado?’

“It might be,” Rebecca said evenly. “We will be safe downstairs.”



Rebecca led her to a windowless hallway between the closet and
bathroom, laying down a quilt and lantern. Alana huddled on the
floor. “Do we always have to do this?’ she asked.

“Only when it matters,” Rebecca replied.

Alana peered down the hall. “Should we go to the church? They
said the fellowship hall is open.”

Maple Ridge Community Church sat steady at town center with its
clean, white steeple. But it could not stop the wind. “Wewill wait,”
Rebecca said softly.

Filling the hallway’s silence, Rebecca checked messages from
school administrators—trees down near County Road 6, power
outages in nearby towns. She sent her staff a message: * Stay safe.
Let me know of changes tomorrow.*

The storm slammed into the house again, walls creaking
ominously. Alana whispered a prayer. “God, please,” Rebecca
caught her hand. “Amen,” she said quietly.

Lightning flashed, thunder shaking the floor. Rebecca pictured the
familiar town—the diner, bakery, hardware store, prayer
garden—nbut it felt distant under the storm’s chaos. She thought of
neighbors: Mr. Jenkins with his bad hip, Mrs. Alder near the
town’s edge, Pastor Whitaker steady in his calm. Eli Brooks fixing
what needed fixing quietly. The town held because people carried
each other.

Her phone buzzed again. A call from Pastor Whitaker. His voice
broke through static, calm and grounding. The fellowship hall was
open, a few families aready there. Eli Brooks and the fire chief
were out checking near the orchard, and the sheriff advised
sheltering together. Rebecca decided quickly, “We will come.”

10



The darkness outside the house felt wrong as Rebecca helped
Alana to the car under sideways rain. The yard’s maple groaned;
shadows moved like restless spirits. Rebecca gripped the steering
wheel tightly, guiding the car through dlick streets. At the bakery
intersection, debris littered the road. The church steeple appeared
through rain, faint against the storm's backdrop. Lightning
illuminated it sharply just before the parking lot gravel crunched
under the tires.

Pastor Whitaker and Hannah stood by the side entrance, flashlight
in hand. Inside the fellowship hall, warm air smelled of coffee and
cookies. Folded chairs and blankets filled the space. Battery
lanterns glowed faintly as people murmured, children clung to
parents.

Pastor Whitaker welcomed them. Alana muttered a soft “Hi,
Pastor,” and Hannah guided them to a corner. Rebecca silently
thanked her, glancing toward the room: Mrs. Alder wrapped in a
shawl, Eli Brooks muddy, hunched forward like a man who could
not sit easy in emergencies.

Pastor Whitaker led a prayer for shelter and protection. It was
steadying. Rebecca folded into the quiet motion of the hall,
absorbing his words. Tension remained as news worsened—power
outages extended across town, debris blocked roads, families still
unseen. Trees fell against the church walls, wind roared, and the
hall felt fragile beneath it.

Chief Harlan arrived dripping wet. Maple Street was blocked by
downed trees, and a line near the orchard was tangled in fences. No
injuries yet, but conditions were worsening. He called for help at
the firehouse; Eli volunteered immediately, promising Hannah he
would avoid electrical risks.
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Stepping out with Chief Harlan, Eli left behind an unsettled hall.
Rebecca observed Hannah's worry at the door and thought about
love marked by uncertainty. A message came to Rebecca' s phone:
utility restoration would begin only after the storm passed, when
damage could be assessed. She imagined Caleb Foster, the man
who once tied his life to hers before leaving. Storms dredged up
memories like roots torn by wind.

Hours dragged as the hall shifted between silence and quiet
activity. Alana sept, curled against Rebecca. The building creaked
and moaned under pressure, tense breaths released in prayer or
small hymns. Mr. Doyle and Mr. Kim returned with Eli; their
report was grim—hot lines, blocked roads, damaged homes,
delayed crews.

Rebecca s unease deepened. Somewhere among the restoration
teams was Caleb, perhaps—men from outside towns who would
not know the roads or low-hanging orchard limbs.

In hushed conversations, Pastor Whitaker prepared to join morning
wellness checks. Rebecca felt his resolve: in Maple Ridge, the
pastor worked among the community, never apart.

Hannah's quiet assurance—how crises connected small places to
bigger ones—echoed with bitter truth. Against the storm’s
lingering ache, Rebecca remained awake longer than her body
allowed, listening for rising wind, breaking glass, or another crack
of the storm ripping the familiar away.

Near dawn, weak light filtered through as wind retreated. The
worst had passed, but night remained long, and restoration longer.
Quiet hymns steadied fearful hearts. Pastor Whitaker named the
morning’ s work—rebuilding together in faith and community.
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Rebecca silently prayed as she held her slegping niece, the church
bell still silent outside. Morning would come, showing scars the
storm left behind, but Rebecca felt Maple Ridge holding—against
wind, against disruption—in the lantern light.

Rebecca shifted on the metal chair until the seam stopped biting
her thigh. Her coat was still damp at the cuffs. It smelled like wet
wool and rainwater that had found its way into everything. Across
the room, someone coughed into a sleeve. A baby fussed and then
quieted.

Hannah moved between cots with a thermos and paper cups. She
poured without spilling, even with the lantern light trembling. Her
face looked pale and steady.

Rebecca stood. Her knees cracked softly. She crossed to Hannah
and lowered her voice. “Do you have more blankets.”

Hannah nodded once, then glanced toward the supply closet. “Two
bins. But they are thin.”

“Thin is something.”

They walked to the closet together, stepping around boots lined
along the wall. Wet socks hung from chair backs near the space
heater. The heater clicked, fought, then held aweak hum.

The closet door stuck. Rebecca pulled it open. The smell inside
was old paper, dust, and cedar from mothballs. She lifted a bin lid.
Wool blankets sat folded tight, some with frayed edges.

Hannah watched her hands. “How is Alana”
“Out.” Rebecca paused. “ She asked for her mother.”

Hannah's eyes softened. “I am sorry.”
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Rebecca took two blankets and set them over her arm. She wanted
to say more. Words pressed behind her teeth. She did not let them
out. She shut the closet and faced the hall again.

Another gust hit the side of the building. It did not roar like before.
It shoved. The windows rattled in their frames. A few people
looked up, then looked away like they had learned it did not help to
watch the wind.

Pastor Whitaker stood near the folding table by the kitchen
pass-through. He held his Bible in one hand, not open now, just
there. He spoke low to Mrs. Alder. Mrs. Alder's shawl was
wrapped tight around her shoulders, her mouth athin line.

Rebecca carried the blankets back to her corner. Alana had dlid
down on the cot, cheek pressed to the thin pillow. Her hair stuck to
her forehead in damp curls. Rebecca tucked the blankets around
her. The fabric held the clean, sharp scent of church storage. It
smelled like safety and years of use.

Alana did not wake. Her lips moved once, like she was speaking
into a dream. Rebecca brushed a thumb over her brow. Her own
hand shook again. She forced it still.

From the far end of the hall, Mr. Kim raised his phone and then
lowered it. “ Still nothing.”

Mr. Doyle gave a short nod. “Towers are down or overloaded.”

A woman near the kitchen whispered, “My husband is on the road
tonight.”

Her friend took her hand. “He will come when he can.”

Rebecca sat on the edge of the cot. The metal frame pressed
through the mattress. Her spine ached from holding herself upright
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for hours. She stared at the doorway where Eli had gone out earlier.
She did not like how long he had been gone. She did not like how
the night kept changing its mind.

Footsteps sounded in the entry. Wet boots. A flashlight beam
swung across the floor. The side door opened and a burst of cold
air pushed in.

Chief Harlan came in with Eli Brooks behind him. Both men

dripped. Eli’s hair was plastered to his forehead. His jaw was set
hard enough to show the muscle working.

Pastor Whitaker moved toward them. “Any change.”

Chief Harlan pushed his hat back. Water ran down his wrist.
“Orchard road is worse. Two poles snapped clean, lines down in
the ditch. We marked what we could, but it is too dark to see
everything. And there is atree on the Anderson roof.”

A murmur rose in the room. Someone whispered a prayer out loud.

Pastor Whitaker’s face did not change. Only his eyes. “Is anyone
trapped.”

“Not that we know,” Harlan said. “But we did not get to the far
end. Too much debris.”

Eli wiped his face with the back of his hand. “We need daylight.
We need a crew with saws. We need power off before anybody
touches anything out there.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Wewill do what we can at first light. For
now, you both need to warm up.”

Eli’s gaze moved across the room. It landed on Hannah. It stayed
there. His shoulders dropped a fraction, like seeing her made him
remember what he had to protect.
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Hannah stepped forward. “ Are you hurt.”
Eli shook his head. “No.”

Hannah did not press. She handed him atowel and a cup of coffee.
Their fingers brushed. Eli flinched like the touch was too much,
then he steadied.

Chief Harlan spoke again, louder. “We have not had reports of
injuries yet. If you have family not here, write names on the paper
by the table. We will check when we can.”

Rebecca watched people rise one by one. They moved to the table
with stiff legs and tired faces. Pens scratched on paper. Names
carried weight in the quiet.

Her phone sat dead in her pocket. She pulled it out anyway. The
screen stayed black. She pressed the side button twice. Nothing.
She set it back down like it had betrayed her, though she knew it
was not the phone. It was the storm. It was the world outside that
did not care about schedules or promises.

Alanashifted. Her eyes opened, glassy with sleep. “ Aunt Becca.”
“I am here.”

“Isit morning.”

“Not yet.”

Alana s gaze flicked to the windows. “It isloud.”

“Itislessloud than before.” Rebecca heard how thin that sounded.
Alana swallowed. “Is the house gone.”

Rebecca bent close. She kept her voice even. “The house is still
there. It might be hurt. We will seewheniit is safe.”
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Alana sface tightened. “Whereis Mama.”

Rebecca s throat closed. She breathed through it. “Mama is with
Jesus.”

Alana stared at her. Not new pain, but fresh each time it was
spoken. Tears gathered and did not fall. She nodded once, stiff and
small.

Rebecca pulled her into her chest. Alana's body was warm under
the church blanket. Rebecca held her until the child’s breathing
slowed again.

Across the hall, Pastor Whitaker lifted his hand. He did not ask for
attention. He waited until the room quieted on its own. That was
how authority worked here. People gave it because they trusted it.

“We will not borrow trouble from tomorrow,” he said. His voice
was calm, but it carried. “Wewill rest when we can. When the light
comes, we will check on neighbors. Wewill clear what we can. We
will wait for crews trained for lines and poles. We will not take
foolish risks.”

A man near the back called, “What if the water plant is out.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “We will share what we have. We will
boil when we can. We will take care of each other.”

He opened his Bible then. The thin pages made a soft sound, like
wings. “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in
trouble.”

Some people mouthed the words with him. Rebecca did not. She
listened. The verse pressed against her ribs. Present. Help. Trouble.
The words had been said so many times in this building. Tonight
they felt like something you gripped in the dark.

17



The wind eased again. Rain kept coming. It ticked on the windows,
steady and cold.

Rebecca stood and crossed to the kitchen area. Volunteers moved
quietly, passing out crackers, refilling coffee, warming soup on a
camp stove. The smell was simple and grounding. Broth, onions,
salt. The scent wrapped around the room and made it feel less like
waiting.

Mrs. Alder stood by the counter, her hands shaking as she opened a
sleeve of plastic cups. Rebeccatouched her elbow. “Let me.”

Mrs. Alder looked up. Her eyes were watery but sharp. “1 do not
like not being able to do something.”

“I know.”

Mrs. Alder swallowed. “My husband built those orchard fences
forty years ago. | can see them in my mind, straight lines. Tonight |
saw them on their sides.”

Rebeccatook the cups. “They will go back up. Not all at once. But
they will.”

Mrs. Alder gave a small sound that was aimost a laugh, but not.
“You always talk like ateacher.”

Rebecca did not answer. She did not have the energy to explain
that she talked like someone who had to keep children calm when
adultsfell apart.

A loud crack sounded outside. Wood. Not close enough to be on
the building, but close enough to make people freeze. A child
whimpered.

Chief Harlan went to the side door and peered out through the
narrow window. His flashlight beam swung once. He came back
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in. “Treelimb. Just alimb.”
Just. The word did not soothe much, but it was something to hold.

Time turned slow. Lantern batteries dimmed. People drifted into
shallow sleep. Some sat with their backs against the wall, staring at
nothing. The fellowship hall felt like a ship in bad water, rocking
without moving.

Rebecca sat again beside Alana. Her own eyes burned. She pressed
her fingertips to her forehead. She tried to pray. Her thoughts
skittered. Images of the house, of her sister’s face the last time she
saw her, of Caleb's truck taillights disappearing down the road
years ago. She pushed that last one away. Not tonight. Tonight was
for survival, not old heartbreak.

But the storm did not care what was convenient. It dragged up
what it wanted.

She saw Caleb the last day they spoke, standing by his car with his
hands in his pockets. He had looked tired even then, like he was
already somewhere else. He had said he needed to go. He had not
said he would come back. She had believed she was not worth the
staying.

Rebecca s jaw tightened. She tasted coffee and bitterness.

A faint change came at the windows. Not light, exactly, but a
thinning of the dark. The rain still fell. The wind still pushed. Y et
the night’ s grip loosened.

Pastor Whitaker moved through the cots, checking on children,
speaking soft words to those awake. He paused near Rebecca
“How are you holding up.”

She kept her voice low. “We are safe.”
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Helooked at Alana. “ Sheisabravegirl.”
Rebecca nodded. Her throat hurt. “ She should not have to be.”

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes stayed on her a moment longer. He did not
offer easy answers. He never did. “No,” he said. “ She should not.”

He laid a hand on the cot frame, not touching Rebecca, just near.
“When the light comes, | will send someone to look in on your
street. | will goif | can.”

“Thank you.”
He started to move on, then stopped. “ Rebecca.”
She looked up.

“The Lord is near to the brokenhearted,” he said. Quiet. Plain.
“Even when the wind isloud.”

Rebecca held his gaze. She managed a nod. She could not manage
more.

The gray outside deepened, the first sign that morning was real and
not imagined. People stirred. Cots creaked. A few spoke in hoarse
whispers.

The church bell remained silent, dark against the wet sky. Rebecca
watched it through the window, still and patient. The storm had
taken sound from it, but it had not taken the steeple. It stood,
soaked and steady, like the town itself.

Rebecca pulled the blanket higher on Alana s shoulders and braced
her feet on the cold floor. Morning would show everything. It
would show what was broken. It would also show who was still
here to carry it.

A new sound rose under the rain. Not wind. An engine, far off,
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then closer. Tires on wet gravel. A door opened. Voices, muffled,
urgent.

Chief Harlan lifted his head. Pastor Whitaker turned toward the
front entry.

Rebecca pushed herself up from the cot. Her knees protested. She
steadied Alanawith one hand.

The front door opened and a gust of wet air swept in. A man
stepped inside in a county jacket, water streaming off his brimmed
hat. He carried aradio and a clipboard wrapped in a plastic bag.

“Shelter lead.” His eyes moved over the room fast. “We have got
reports of a gas smell over on Mill Road. Anyone from that side in
here.”

A woman near the back sat up sharp. “My brother lives there.”

Pastor Whitaker moved to the man. “We have families from Mill.
How bad.”

“Unknown. The line is off for now, but the wind may have shifted
something. We need to keep people away from the area until we
can check.” He glanced at the lanterns. “Power is out al over.
Road crews are cutting what they can, but thereisalot down.”

Rebecca felt her chest tighten. Mill Road was not her street, but it
was close enough to picture. She saw the curve by the creek, the
old sycamore that leaned over the ditch. She saw it down.

Mrs. Alder whispered, “Lord, help us.”

The county man spoke again. “If anyone here has medical needs,
we are sending a truck to the clinic first thing. Dawn, if the bridge
isclear.”
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“Bridge.” Chief Harlan repeated the word, low. He looked at Pastor
Whitaker. “We need eyeson it assoon asit is safe.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Wewill organize volunteers at daylight.
For now, people stay inside. No one goes out for curiosity.”

A child started to cry. The sound spread, like fear did. One baby.
Then another.

Rebecca moved to the front table where her clipboard lay. She
flipped to a fresh page. Her pencil felt dull in her fingers. She
wrote Mill Road beside the names she knew lived there. She wrote
clinic beside the names of the older men with oxygen tanks and the
woman whose hands shook too hard to hold a cup.

Alana s small hand found her deeve. “Miss Rebecca.”
Rebecca crouched again. Her back ached as she lowered. “Yes.”
“Isit going to be worse.”

Rebecca looked at her. The lantern light made Alana's eyes too
big. Her braid had come loose. There was a smear of dried dirt at
her temple.

“It is going to be morning,” Rebecca said. She kept her voice even.
“Andwe are going to do what we do in the morning. We count who
is here. We help the ones who need help. We call for more help.”

Alana swallowed. “And the church.”

Rebecca glanced at the window. The steeple was till there, a pale
shape against the gray. The bell did not move.

“The church ishere,” Rebecca said. “Itisholding.”
Alananodded, like she needed that sentence to be true.
A fresh gust pressed against the building. Rain rattled the window
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panes. The fellowship hall shivered, then settled. The storm was
not finished, but it was tired.

Rebecca stood and looked over the room. Faces turned toward
Pastor Whitaker like he was a lamp that did not dim. People clung
to one another. Strangers shared blankets. Someone passed a cup of
water without being asked.

She saw how a town survived, not through strength, but through
small, steady acts.

Pastor Whitaker lifted his voice, not loud, just clear. “We will
pray.” He paused, letting people quiet. “Wewill thank the Lord for
shelter. Wewill ask for mercy for the roads and the homes. Wewill
ask for protection for those still out in the weather.”

Heads bowed. Some hands reached for other hands. Rebecca felt
Mrs. Alder’ sfingers find hers, thin and warm.

Pastor Whitaker prayed with the same steady rhythm he used at
funerals and weddings. Simple words. Strong words. Rebecca
closed her eyes. The wind hissed outside like it wanted to interrupt.
It did not.

When the prayer ended, the room breathed again. The gray at the
windows had grown clearer. Not bright, but honest. Morning had
arrived, even if the sun had not.

Rebecca squeezed Mrs. Alder’s hand once. She let go and looked
back at Alana. The child had fallen asleep again, mouth open,
cheeks flushed with exhaustion.

Rebecca pulled the blanket higher and sat with her back against the
cot frame. She listened to the rain. She listened for the wind.

She listened for the sound of help on the road.
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And somewhere under al of it, deep in her chest, she felt the old
ache stir again. Not from the storm.

From the knowledge that when the roads opened, people would
come in from outside Maple Ridge to fix what was broken. Men
with hard hats. Trucks with lights. The kind of work that brought
strangers into town.

The kind of work that could bring one man back, even if she did
not want to think his name.

Rebecca closed her eyes and breathed. She did not ask for that. She
did not.

Outside, the bell stayed silent. Inside, the town held on.
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Chapter 2

Returning Under Gray Skies

Morning arrived under damp gray skies. Rain tapped steadily on
Caleb Foster's truck windshield as he followed the state crew
convoy off the highway, onto roads leading to Maple Ridge. His
hands tightened on the wheel, his gaze fixed forward as the wipers
fought streaks of mud and rainwater sitting heavy on the shoulders.
Falen limbs, twisted fence wire, and broken mailboxes lined his
path, signs of the storm's brutal force.

The radio crackled. “Foster, can you check the south feeder at the
county line?’

“Yes. We will stage at the church if thelot is open.”
“Copy. They used the church as shelter overnight.”

The mention of the church settled heavily inside him. It was a
place he had not entered—or even prayed about—since being
assigned the restoration project. Caleb told himself this job was
about work, location irrelevant. But as he passed the half-tipped
sign reading "MAPLE RIDGE," flanked by a fallen branch slick
with rain, his chest tightened.

Entering town, Maple Ridge looked smaller than he remembered.
Age and experience had taught him the hard way the scale of
things. Buildings hunkered low against the storm-wrought
backdrop. Smoke curled weakly from chimneys while generators
grumbled behind rain-soaked homes. He passed the hardware store,
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now "Ridgeway Hardware," its plywood patchwork glaringly
fresh. The old café had become "The Maple Mug," adorned with
an unlit, hand-painted lantern string. A boy dragging a trash bin
paused to gape at the convoy, his wide-eyed gaze a mix of fear and
curiosity before Caleb quickly looked away.

"Foster to al units," Caleb said into the radio. "Stage at Maple
Ridge Community Church. Keep speeds slow; debris clogs the
roads."

As the convoy wound into town, they passed downed poles,
sagging wires, and splintered fences. When Caleb's truck turned
onto the familiar church road, the steeple emerged through bare
trees, austere and unchanged—a pointed beacon against the
relentless gray. His throat tightened, the sight stirring memories he
had spent years burying. The building had held years of Sundays,
moments of faith...and the last time he had seen Rebecca Morgan.

The parking lot bustled with activity: trucks, cars, umbrellas, and a
portable generator powering the fellowship hall. Lanterns cast
uneven light near the entrance, where Chief Harlan, stoic as ever in
his fire jacket, scanned the lot with sharp, exhausted eyes. Caleb
parked, stepping out into the cold slap of rain.

Chief Harlan met him halfway. “Y ou Foster?’

“Yes, dsir.” Caeb shook his hand, the grip firm but far from
friendly.

“Y ou have crew numbers?’

“Twoline teams, one tree crew, one damage assessment unit. More
arrivals tonight, pending road clearance.”

Harlan’s measured nod was quickly followed by stats. generators
supplied the nursing home; the school roof still held but sustained
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damage; outer farms bore the worst brunt. "Lines are down aong
County Road Nine near the river bend. Tree across the Morgan
place service line, blocking the road. Half the neighborhood has no
power."

Caleb's stomach turned dlightly at the name, but his expression did
not betray him. He steeled himself. “We will handle the main
feeder first. Then branch out.”

Chief Harlan gave Caleb a look weighted with meaning. “People
here remember, Foster. They watch who bothers to show up and
work. Keep your head down.”

Caleb nodded, the implicit reminder biting harder than intended.
As crews unloaded equipment, Caleb saw Pastor Whitaker step
onto the porch, his silver-haired presence unmistakably steady
despite his rounded shoulders. Their eyes met; Caeb's pulse
jumped. When the pastor approached, his voice remained calm, but
the weight of unspoken guestions hung between them.

“Caleb Foster,” Pastor Whitaker said.

“Pastor Whitaker.” Caleb tried his best to sound even, controlled.
“1 had heard you were coming. Did not know if it was true.”
“Here with the crews,” Caleb confirmed.

Pastor Whitaker scanned him, his gaze softening. “The town
needed help. | am glad you are here.”

The sentiment landed harder than Caleb anticipated. “1 heard you
opened the church.”

The pastor nodded. “It iswhat we do.”
After offering shelter, food, and coordination, Pastor Whitaker
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released him without pressing further. Caleb felt cornered by relief
and guilt. As the pastor returned inside, Caleb loaded maps and
service grids onto histruck hood, rain spotting the paper. He forced
himself back into the work, outlining priorities for his team. Trucks
rolled out toward County Road Nine.

The road narrowed, mud thickening alongside debris. At the bend,
damage compounded—a snapped pole in the ditch, sagging wires,
and uprooted trees stripped clean by force. Luis and the line team
moved in to stabilize, their calculated voices carrying focus. Caleb
supervised with practiced precision, forcing himself to lock out
intrusive thoughts.

Two hours in, Luis approached Caleb with news. “Chief Harlan
called. Service drop at the Morgan house needs clearing. Road is
blocked.”

Caleb nodded, giving clipped orders to move once the feeder
stabilized. Still, the mention of the house left his chest wound
tighter than before.

Near the Morgan property, Caleb found the downed line lying
dlack across the edge of the road, snapped at the weatherhead. He
parked, walked into the rain, and crouched beside the wires.
Behind him, the porch door opened. Footsteps followed.

“|Isit safe to stand here?’
Caleb turned.

Rebecca Morgan stood under the porch roof, gripping the
doorframe. Exhaustion paled her complexion, yet her steady gaze
cut through him like old glass. Silence stretched between them.

“It is safe on the porch,” Caleb managed. “Please do not approach
theline”
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Rebecca nodded, her voice restrained. “ Caleb.”

Her use of his name sent something cold and sharp through his
chest. “ Rebecca.”

Silence filled the space again, heavy with rain.
“1 did not know you were coming,” she said, her voice low.

“He might not have known,” Caleb said. He glanced at the yard,
scattered with mud, branches, and shingles. “ The line snapped last
night?’

“Yes. | kept Alana from the windows.” Rebecca hesitated, her tone
softening as she mentioned her niece. “ She stayed with me.”

“Issheall right?’

Rebecca nodded quickly, her composure intact. Caleb scanned the
property without comment, partly for safety and partly to escape
the weight of her nearness. Two crew members arrived, sparing
him the intimacy. In brisk, efficient language, he directed the
clearing of the service drop. The process took minutes, each one
suffocating in its restraint.

When the road cleared, Caleb turned back to Rebecca. She had not
retreated inside. Rain misted her shoes, settling her presence like
an unmoved constant. Her voice softened but kept its edge. “You
alwaystalk like that—reading from a manual.”

Her observation stung, precise and deserved. “Live risk does not
allow anything else.”

Rebecca nodded vaguely but did not look convinced. She said
quieter than before, “1 did not think | would see you again.”

Caleb tightened his posture. “I did not plan to come back.”
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Her face froze, questioning the honesty of his admission. “Then
why are you here.”

Caleb forced himself to answer plainly. “ The storm brought me.”

Rebecca weighed the words and nodded, her expression distant.
Luis interrupted with news about another downed line. Waiting no
longer an option, Caleb prepared to leave, forcing formality.
“Please call if there is smoke or sparking near the roof. | am glad
you and Alana are safe.”

Rebecca's guarded face warmed briefly but then closed again.
“Thank you. Be careful.”

Caleb drove away without looking back.

Hours filled with routine and restoration at the school lot before
Chief Harlan called again, requesting Caleb update shelter
occupants directly. Weariness pressed into Caleb’s body like lead
as he entered the fellowship hall, surrounded by lantern-lit warmth,
the murmur of tired families, and the familiar smells of coffee and
damp coats. Eyes shifted toward him—relief, exhaustion,
recognition among them. Rebecca’s gaze caught him across the
room.

Pastor Whitaker introduced Caleb to speak, the slight expectations
pressing heavy. Caleb explained the restoration timeline with sharp
honesty: critical servicestonight, residential restoration delayed for
days. The crowd pressed him with questions, measuring him
against the boy who left. He answered as fully as possible, holding
back nothing but emation.

Rebecca s niece tugged at him unexpectedly.

“Are you the power man?’ Alana asked, stubbornly. Her pointed
guestions about timing felt intimate and unbarred. Caleb crouched
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to her level, answering gently before silence fell between him and
Rebecca once more.

Rebecca said flatly, “You aways tell the truth about wires and
poles.”

“| am here to work,” Caleb said, the excuse weak and insufficient.

Rebecca's reply landed softly but sharply. “You stood here once
and said you loved this town. Then you left.”

Caleb, feeling the moment collapse around him, answered only,
“Yes.”

Rebecca' s expression shielded pain but held composed anger. As
she dismissed herself, Caleb lingered before heading back into the
ran.

Once outside with his truck’s engine idling, Caleb sat still, staring
at the gravel, the rain, the steeple rising against storm clouds.
Memories returned unbidden—the last goodbye, her pale face
steady against his cowardly retreat, the door she closed behind
him—but he could not banish them fast enough.

Caleb Foster had returned because the storm called him. Now,
parked outside the church in Maple Ridge, he had no certainty if
coming back had been wise.

His hands stayed on the wheel. The cab smelled like wet canvas
and old coffee. Rain pattered on the roof in a steady, small way.
The wipers swept once, then again, leaving clean arcs that filled
right back up.

He watched the church steeple through the streaked glass. White
paint. Dark wet shingles. A cross that had not moved through any
of it.
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A truck door slammed somewhere in the lot. Voicesrose and fell,
tired and practical. Someone laughed once, quick, like they had
surprised themselves with it. Life kept going. Maple Ridge did not
stop for his discomfort.

Caleb looked down at the dash. The radio stayed quiet. His phone
lay faceup, the screen dim. He thought about calling Derek, about
asking for a fresh assignment that kept him out on the county
roads. He could take the far feeder, the rural line that would eat up
hours and keep him from faces. He could do that. He had done that
before with other things.

But Chief Harlan had asked him to speak to people. Pastor
Whitaker had stood there and watched him like he was weighing
what the years had done. Rebecca had watched him like she
remembered the boy and did not trust the man.

He pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. The skin there felt
raw from the hard hat strap. His shoulders ached. Not from work.
From holding himself still.

He saw Rebecca again in his mind, standing in her yard with rain
misting her shoes. She did not step back. She did not fold.

He had said, The storm brought me. It was true. It was not the
whole truth.

The whole truth was that he had driven past the old diner sign and
felt something in his chest pull tight. He had seen the school
roofline and remembered walking Rebecca home after football
games, his jacket over her shoulders, her hand in his. He had seen
the church steeple and remembered kneeling in that sanctuary at
eighteen, asking God for afuture he had been too afraid to accept.

He had left anyway.
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He stared out at the gravel, dark and slick under the generator light.
A thin stream of water ran along the tire track toward the ditch. It
carried pine needles and grit. It did not care where it went.

He set his jaw and reached for the door handle. The metal was
cold. He stopped with his fingers wrapped around it, then let go.

A knock came on the passenger window. Caleb turned.

Luis stood there, rain beading on his hood, his face lit by the
yellow spill from the hall windows. He leaned close so his voice
did not carry.

“You good, boss.”

Caleb opened the window a few inches. Damp air pushed in. “I am
good.”

Luis looked past him toward the hall. “They got more folks
coming. High school gym flooded. Pastor said maybe cots in
classrooms.”

Caleb nodded once, mind shifting back to lists and loads and what
could be powered first. “Tell Derek | will be inside in five. | will
check what they need for a safe drop if they run more extension off
the generator. No daisy chains.”

Luis made aface like he had heard it athousand times. “Yes, sir.”

He stepped back. Rain hit his shoulders and rolled off. He jogged
toward the crew trucks.

Caleb watched him go, then shut the window. The cab went quiet
again except for the rain.

Five minutes. He could do five minutes. He could do ten. He could
do the next hour.

33



He looked at the church steeple one more time. The cross was a
dark shape against gray. It did not accuse him. That felt worse
somehow.

Caleb took his key and turned the engine off. The idle dropped into
silence. In the sudden quiet, the tick of cooling metal sounded like
aslow count.

He sat till, letting it count down. He let the weight of being back
settle on him, not as punishment, but as fact.

Then he opened the door and stepped into the rain.

Rain hit his face like cold hands. It found the gap at his collar and
ran down his neck. The gravel shifted under his boots, loose and
slick. He walked slow, eyes on the ground for potholes filled with
water.

The fellowship hall stood squat beside the church, its white siding
dulled by wet. Light spilled from the windows in tired squares. The
generator sat out back somewhere, its hum steady under the rain.
The sound held the place together.

He paused at the bottom step. He could smell coffee through the
door. Burned a little, stretched too far. Soup, too, something with
onions. A wet wool smell came from coats piled inside.

Voicesrose and fell. A child laughed, sharp and brief, then got
shushed. Someone coughed hard.

Caleb wiped rain off his brow with the heel of his hand. He kept
his face blank. He reached for the handle.

The door opened before he touched it.

Rebecca stood in the doorway. Light from behind her softened the
edges of her hair. Her cheeks were damp, not just from the rain.
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She held a clipboard against her chest like it was a shield. Her eyes
moved over him once, quick and exact, then stopped at his face.

“Pastor Whitaker said you were here,” she said.

Her voice did not shake. That did not mean she was calm. He could
see it in the way she held her shoulders, squared like she had
decided on a shape and would not let the night push her out of it.

“I am here,” Caleb said.

Silence stretched. Rain pattered on the metal awning above them.
Water ran in thin lines down the steps and pooled at the bottom.

Rebecca looked past him toward the lot. Her gaze caught the crew
trucks, the cones, the mess of cords that snaked toward the
building. She looked back.

“They need more outlets,” she said. “People are charging phones
off power strips. Someone plugged a space heater into the same
strip as a crock pot.”

He nodded. The words gave him something to do. They gave her
something to ask that did not require anything else.

“I will check it,” he said. “We cannot overload the line.”

Her mouth tightened, almost a smile, then it vanished. “Y ouaways
did likerules.”

He felt it land in him. Not cruel. Not kind. Just true, pulled from a
past that did not feel far away.

“They keep people safe,” he said.

“They do,” she agreed, and the agreement carried weight. It said
she had learned that the hard way too.

A gust shoved rain sideways. It spattered across her sleeves and the
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clippoard. She did not flinch. Caleb shifted his body without
thinking, blocking some of it from her. He realized what he had
done and held still.

Rebecca noticed. Her eyes dropped to the space between them,
then lifted again. She took one step back and opened the door
wider.

“Comein,” she said. “Before you freeze out there.”

Caleb stepped across the threshold. Warmth hit his face, thick with
damp bodies and food. The noise wrapped around him. A line of
cots along the wall. Blankets. Plastic tubs of donated clothes.
People with tired eyes and kind hands.

Rebecca stayed near him, not close, not far. She pointed down the
hall.

“Electrical panel isin the utility room,” she said. “Pastor Whitaker
isin the kitchen. Mrs. Alder is handling the sign in table.”

He caught the names like hooks. Familiar town pieces. Familiar
weight.

“Thank you,” he said.

She nodded, eyes already drifting toward the room like she had too
many things to track. Then she looked back at him one last time.

“Caleb,” she said, quieter.

He stopped. His chest tightened on the sound of his name in her
mouith. It did not sound like an accusation. It sounded like she was
checking if it still belonged to him.

“Yes,” hesaid.

Her fingers tightened on the clipboard. “Do what you came to do,”
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she said. “Maple Ridge needs it.”

He heard the space where other words could have been. He let
them stay unspoken.

“I will,” he said.

Rebecca turned away. She moved back into the flow of the room,
speaking to a woman with a baby on her hip, pointing toward an
open spot on the far wall. She did not look back.

Caleb watched her for half a second longer than he should have.
Then he forced his attention down the hall, toward the utility room,
toward wires and loads and the ssmple mercy of atask that did not
ask him to explain anything.
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Chapter 3

Shelter in the Fellowship Hall

The engine ticked under the hood as it cooled. Rain slid down the
windshield in slow lines. Caleb Foster kept his hands on the wheel.
The gravel lot shone under the generator lights like dark glass.

The fellowship hall windows glowed warm behind him. Shadows
moved inside. He heard laughter once, thin and tired. Then a baby
cried. A door opened and shut.

He breathed through his nose and held the breath a moment. He let
it go.

He had spent years learning how to fix what broke. Poles snapped.
Linesfell. Crewsrolled in. Power came back. People moved on.

He did not know how to do the same with a place.

His phone buzzed against the console. A message from his crew
lead.

Crew meeting at 0500. Base at county fairgrounds. Bring updated
damage map.

Caleb looked at the time. Late. He should find a place to sleep. The
fairgrounds sat thirty minutes back down the highway. The motel
there would have rooms. It would have heat and alocked door. No
faces from his past.

He did not turn the key. He watched the hall door again.

Another car pulled in, tires hissing on wet gravel. A man climbed
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out in arain coat and a knit cap. He hurried inside with a box
tucked under one arm.

Caleb swallowed. He pressed his thumb against the wheel seam.
He could leave now. He could drive back toward the highway and
sleep under aroof where no one called him by hisfirst name like it
meant something.

He pictured the town roads on the way in. Fallen branches. A
culvert washed out. A fence line down along the pasture. He
pictured the line of people on the church steps when he arrived,
their faces turned toward every truck as if hope wore a reflective
vest.

He opened the door. Cold air rushed in. Rain tapped his shoulder
as he stepped out.

He crossed the lot with his collar turned up. His boots sank a little
in the soft edge near the grass. The hum of the generator grew
louder as he neared the building. A faint smell of diesel hung in the
ar.

He paused at the door. He heard voices inside. He heard Pastor
Whitaker’s calm tone rise above the rest, steady as a hand on a
shoulder.

Caleb did not move right away. He had not seen Pastor Whitaker in
years. He had not planned to.

He pushed the door open.

Heat met him. So did the smell of coffee, damp coats, and the
sharp clean bite of disinfectant. The fellowship hall looked smaller
than he remembered, or he had grown larger. Folding tables lined
one wall. A stack of quilts sat on a chair. People filled the room in
pockets, some on chairs, some on the floor with blankets around
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their shoulders. A few phones charged from power strips run to the
generator.

Children lay on foam mats near the far corner, their shoes lined up
neatly by the wall. A teenager sat with his back against the
baseboard, head tipped forward as he dept. A woman rocked a
baby and hummed without words.

Near the kitchen pass-through, volunteers moved in a practiced
rhythm. Paper cups. Thermoses. Soup ladles. A tray of sandwiches.

Caleb stood in the entry a moment with rainwater dripping from
his coat hem. No one looked up right away. People had seen too
many strangers today.

Then Pastor Whitaker turned from a small circle of men near the
middle of the room. He wore a simple button down shirt with
sleeves rolled to his forearms. His hair had gone more gray. His
shoulders still held the same square set.

His gaze met Caleb’s. Something shifted in his face. Surprise first.
Then recognition. Then a quiet kind of welcome.

Pastor Whitaker stepped away from the men and walked toward
him.

Caleb's throat tightened. He had rehearsed many things over the
years. He had not rehearsed this.

“Cdeb Foster,” Pastor Whitaker said.
Caleb nodded once. “Pastor Whitaker.”

The pastor stopped an arm’s length away. He did not reach out
right away. He looked Caleb over, asif he took stock of tired eyes
and rain-soaked clothes and the weight behind them.
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“1 heard your name earlier,” Pastor Whitaker said. “I did not know
it was you until | saw you.”

Caleb held himself still. “I came in with the state crew.”

“1 am grateful,” Pastor Whitaker said. “People are scared. Power
does not feel like asmall thing when it is gone.”

Caleb’ s mouth went tight. “We will do what we can.”
Pastor Whitaker’ s eyes stayed on his. “How long are you in town?’

Caleb felt the pull of the question. He kept his voice even. “Until
the grid is stable again. Then | will move on.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded, as if he heard what Caleb did not say.
“You are wet. Y ou need food.”

“| ate earlier,” Caleb said.
Pastor Whitaker tipped his head dightly. “Then you need rest.”

Caleb glanced around the room. He saw faces. Some he did not
know. Some he did, older now. One man sat with his aim in a
dling. Another held an ice pack to his cheek. A woman with a
scraped forehead stared at her hands as if she waited for them to
stop shaking.

“1 do not want to take a spot,” Caleb said.
Pastor Whitaker’ s gaze softened. “ There isroom.”
Caleb hesitated.

Pastor Whitaker lifted his hand and touched Caleb’ s shoulder once,
firm and brief. “You are home for the night. Let us care for you
too.”

The words landed heavy. Home. Caleb swallowed again.
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A loud crash sounded from the kitchen side. Someone yelped.
Then laughter rose, tired but honest. A young man apologized. A
pot lid clanged again.

Pastor Whitaker turned his head toward the sound. “Eli,” he called,
voice carrying.

A man stepped into view from the kitchen doorway, wiping his
hands on atowel. He stood tall, broad shoulders under a plain shirt.
His dark hair stuck up in places asif he had run his hand through it
too many times. His face held the calm of someone who fixed what
people broke.

Eli Brooks.

Caleb had known him as a younger man in town. Back then he had
been quieter, still learning where he belonged. Now he moved like
someone who had found his place and stayed.

Eli looked toward the pastor, then his gaze shifted to Caleb. His
brow rose afraction.

“Cdeb,” Eli said, asif the name came from a shelf in his mind he
had not opened in awhile.

Caleb nodded. “Eli.”

Eli’s eyes held a question. He did not ask it. He glanced at Caleb’s
wet coat and the mud on his boots. “Y ou want coffee?”’

Caleb aimost said no. His mouth felt dry. “ Sure.”
Eli jerked his chin toward the kitchen. “ Come on.”

Pastor Whitaker stepped back. “I will check on the Thompsons,”
he said. “Eli will take care of you.”

Caleb followed Eli into the kitchen area. The smell of soup grew
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stronger. Volunteers moved around each other in narrow lanes
between counters and stacked boxes. A generator-powered work
light hung from a cabinet handle, casting harsh white light on the
stainless sink.

Eli picked up a mug from a stack and filled it from a large
insulated dispenser. He set it on the counter and did it toward
Caleb.

Caleb wrapped his hands around it. The heat seeped into his
fingers.

Eli leaned against the counter and watched him for a moment.
“You came in with the restoration crew,” Eli said.

113 Y%"
“You are running it,” Eli said, statement more than question.

Caleb took a sip. The coffee tasted strong and a little burned. It
grounded him. “I supervise the regional response. | took point
when | saw the storm track.”

Eli nodded slowly. “Maple Ridge got hit hard.”

Caleb looked past him toward the hall. 1 saw.”

Eli’ s gaze stayed on Caleb. “Y ou staying at the fairgrounds?’
“l was going to.”

Eli tipped his head. “The fairgrounds has room, but people are
sleeping in horse stalls with tarps. It isloud.”

Caleb did not answer.

Eli gestured toward a side door off the kitchen. “We set up the
youth rooms. Cots and blankets. If you need a corner, it isthere.”
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Caleb held the mug close. He looked at Eli. “1 will be in the way.”
Eli shook his head. “Y ou will not.”

Caleb gave a short exhale. “Y ou aways talked like you knew what
you were doing.”

Eli’s mouth pressed into something close to a smile, then faded. “I
learned.”

Caleb looked down into the coffee. “1 did too.”

Eli glanced toward the hal again. “Rebecca is running this
shelter.”

Caleb's jaw tightened. The name sat between them like a board
laid acrossagap. “I noticed.”

Eli studied him. “ She looks tired.”

Caleb stared at the coffee surface. “Everyone looks tired.”
Eli waited abeat. “Y ou and her spoke.”

Caleb did not look up. “A little.”

Eli’ s voice stayed even. “ Thistown has long memory.”

Caleb looked up then. Eli did not speak with warning in his tone.
He spoke with plain truth.

Caleb nodded once. “I know.”

Eli pushed off the counter. “Drink up. If you want a cot, | will
show you.”

Caleb took another sip. The coffee burned his tongue. He
welcomed it.

Eli led him down a short hallway. The church smelled like old
wood and lemon cleaner. The lights flickered once, then steadied.



The generator hummed through the walls.

They passed closed classroom doors. One stood open. Inside, three
cots lined the wall. A woman slept on one, shoes still on. A small
boy curled on another under a quilt printed with bright squares. A
teenage girl lay on the floor with a pillow under her head, earbuds
in, eyes closed.

Eli walked quieter. He pointed to an empty cot near the corner. A
folded blanket lay on it, along with athin pillow.

“You can take this,” Eli said.

Caleb stood in the doorway. He did not step in. He heard the boy’s
soft breathing. He saw the woman’s hand draped off the edge of
the cot, fingers relaxed for the first time in hours.

He shook his head. “They need it.”
Eli kept hisvoice low. “There are more rooms.”

Caleb looked down the hall. He pictured himself in a classroom,
staring at a ceiling tile while the town dlept around him. He
pictured waking to Rebecca s voice in the morning, giving orders,
carrying weight like she always had.

He did not move.
Eli watched him. “There is another option.”
Caleb’' s eyes shifted back to him.

Eli nodded toward the sanctuary side. “Pastor Whitaker opened his
office. He told me to put a cot in there for any crew lead who needs
quiet. You do not have to be seen.”

Caleb felt relief and shame at once. He did not want to be seen. He
had come to bring power back, not to bring his old life back.
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He nodded. “If it is not trouble.”
Eli’ s face stayed steady. “It is not trouble.”

They moved down the hall again. The sanctuary doors stood
closed. Caleb caught a glimpse through the small window of pews
in shadow. The cross on the wall rose pale in the dim.

Eli opened a door near the front office. Pastor Whitaker’'s office
smelled like books and paper and the faint scent of pine cleaner. A
cot sat along one wall. A small lamp glowed on the desk beside a
stack of printed lists.

Eli pointed to the cot. “ Thisisyoursif you want it.”
Caleb stepped inside. The quiet settled around him. It felt safer.

Eli stood in the doorway. “You will need sleep. They will work
you hard in the morning.”

Caleb nodded. “Thank you.”

Eli hesitated. “If you need anything, come to the kitchen. Or ask
Pastor Whitaker.”

Caleb looked at him. “Y ou are still here.”

Eli gave asmall nod. “Thisis my church.”

Caleb swallowed. “Good.”

Eli left without another word. He shut the door soft.

Caleb stood alone. The rain tapped the window in the small office.
The generator hum ran like alow note through the floor. He set his
mug on a side table. He pulled off his wet coat and hung it on a
chair.

He sat on the cot. The thin mattress sank under his weight. He
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stared at the pastor’s desk, neat stacks of paper, a worn Bible on
the corner.

Helay back and closed his eyes.
Sleep did not come.

He heard voices in the hall. A door opened. Someone coughed. A
child cried again, then quieted. The building creaked once as wind
pushed against it.

Caleb rolled to his side. He looked at the office wall. A framed
picture hung there. Maple Ridge Community Church, white paint
bright in sun, steeple clean against blue sky. People stood on the
steps, smiling. A younger Pastor Whitaker in the center. Faces
beside him.

Caleb did not look long. He turned his face toward the wall.
He tried to pray. Words did not line up.

He heard a soft knock on the office door.

Caleb sat up. “Yes.”

The door opened a few inches. Pastor Whitaker’s face appeared,
gentle and tired.

“Sorry,” Pastor Whitaker said. “I did not want to startle you.”
Caleb shook his head. “It isfine.”

Pastor Whitaker stepped in and shut the door behind him. He held
afolded towel and a small plastic bag.

“l asked Eli to bring you these, but he is swamped,” Pastor
Whitaker said. He set the towel and bag on the cot. “Dry socks. A
toothbrush. Deodorant. The ladies put together hygiene kits.”
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Caleb stared at the bag. The ssimple care hit him in the chest.
“Thank you.”

Pastor Whitaker sat in the desk chair. He did not lean back. He
leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped.

“Y ou do not have to talk,” Pastor Whitaker said.

Caleb looked at the floor. “I do not know what to say.”
Pastor Whitaker nodded. “ Then say nothing.”

Silence held for amoment. The generator hum filled it.

Pastor Whitaker's voice stayed low. “I heard you and Rebecca
spoke earlier.”

Caleb’' s shoulders tightened. “Yes.”
Pastor Whitaker watched him. “She has carried alot.”

Caleb felt the urge to defend himself rise like heat. He pushed it
down. “| see.”

Pastor Whitaker's eyes stayed kind, but direct. “I am not here to
scold you. | am here because storms shake |oose things people tuck

away.”

Caleb swallowed. He stared at the towel. “I cameto do ajob.”
“You did,” Pastor Whitaker said. “And | am grateful.”

Caleb looked up then. “Y ou remember.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “I remember a young man who sat in my
office and told me he wanted to build a life with a young woman
and serve God in this town. | remember he did not know how to
ask for help.”

Caleb’ s mouth went dry. He looked away.

48



Pastor Whitaker continued, voice quiet. “I remember he left
without saying goodbye to people who loved him.”

Caleb flinched. The words stayed plain. They did not cut with
anger. They cut with truth.

“1 did not know how to stay,” Caleb said.

Pastor Whitaker nodded once. “Sometimes people run because
they feel they have done harm. They think distance will protect the
ones they love.”

Caleb stared at thewall. “It did not.”
Pastor Whitaker took a slow breath. “No. It did not.”
Another silence.

Pastor Whitaker stood. “You need rest. The storm took enough
from everyone already.”

Caleb’ s voice came rough. “Pastor.”
Pastor Whitaker paused at the door.
Caleb swallowed. “Is Hannah here. Hannah Whitaker.”

Pastor Whitaker’'s face softened with something like pride and
tenderness. “ She is safe. She and Eli worked all day at the shelter
in town center. She went home an hour ago to sleep. She will
return in the morning.”

Caleb nodded, relief he did not expect. “ Good.”
Pastor Whitaker opened the door alittle. “Caleb.”
Caleb looked up.

“You are dlowed to come back,” Pastor Whitaker said. “You are
allowed to betired. You are allowed to need grace.”
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Caleb could not answer. His throat closed.
Pastor Whitaker stepped out and shut the door again.

Caleb sat on the cot with the towel in his hands. He pressed it to
his face and breathed in the clean cotton smell. He held it there a
long moment, as if he could pull steadiness into himself through
fabric.

He changed his socks. He brushed his teeth at the small sink in the
corner of the office. The water ran cold. He splashed his face.

Helay down again. He stared at the ceiling.
Sleep came in short pulls, then broke again.

A loud knock sounded somewhere in the hall. Boots thudded.
Voicesrose, urgent.

Caleb sat up, heart already moving fast. He swung his feet to the
floor and reached for his coat, then stopped. He listened.

“Pastor,” aman’s voice caled. “We got another family.”

Pastor Whitaker’s voice answered, calm. “Bring them in. We will
find space.”

Caleb stood and opened the office door. The hall looked dim. A
work light flickered. People moved fast, shadows on the walls.

Two men came down the hallway carrying a woman between them.
Her face pinched with pain. A blanket wrapped around her
shoulders. Behind them, aman held atoddler on his hip, the child’s
cheeks red with cold. Another child followed close, clutching a
stuffed dog.

Rainwater tracked across the floor.

Caleb stepped back into the office doorway to clear space. Pastor
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Whitaker moved toward them.
“What happened,” Pastor Whitaker asked.

“Tree through the roof,” one man said. “They were on the far side
of Old Mill Road. They had to leave.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “All right. Slow down. You are safe
here.”

Rebecca appeared from the hall junction, hair pulled back, a
clipboard in her hands. She moved with purpose, eyes alert. She
wore a navy sweater and dark pants, shoes splashed with mud. Her
face looked drawn. Her gaze went straight to the woman being
carried.

“Bring her into the nursery room,” Rebecca said. “Lay her on the
mat. Someone get ice. Someone get Pastor Whitaker’s first aid
kit.”

Her voice did not shake. Her hands stayed steady. But Caleb saw
the tightness around her eyes.

Rebecca turned and nearly collided with him where he stood. She
stopped short. Her eyes lifted to his.

A flash of surprise crossed her face. Then something guarded
returned.

“You are still here,” she said.

Caleb nodded. * Pastor Whitaker gave me a cot.”

Rebecca’ s eyes moved past him to the office. “In his office.”
“He offered,” Caleb said.

Rebecca s mouth pressed into aline. “All right.”
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She turned back to the family. “This way. Slow steps. Watch the
cords.”

Caleb watched her move. He saw how people responded to her
voice. They listened. They obeyed. They trusted her.

A man hurried past carrying a bag of diapers. A woman followed
with a stack of towels.

Rebecca glanced back once. Her gaze caught Caleb again. It held
tension, then softened for a heartbeat. She looked away.

Caleb stepped out into the hall. He moved toward the kitchen.

Eli stood at the counter, pouring soup into bowls. Hannah
Whitaker stood beside him, tying an apron around her waist. She
looked up when Caleb entered. Her face brightened in recognition,
then settled into calm.

“Caleb,” Hannah said.
He nodded. “Hannah.”

She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “1 heard you came with
the crew.”

“I did,” Caleb said.

Hannah studied him. “Y ou look tired.”
“So do you,” Caleb said.

She gave aquiet smile. “We all do.”

Eli handed a bowl to a volunteer, then looked at Caeb. “More
people camein.”

Caleb nodded toward the hall. “I saw.”

Hannah's gaze flicked toward the nursery hallway where Rebecca
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disappeared. “ Rebecca has not stopped.”

Caleb did not speak.

Hannah reached for a stack of paper cups. “Do you want soup?’
He hesitated, then nodded. “Y es. Thank you.”

Hannah filled abowl! and held it out to him. Their fingers brushed.
Her hands felt warm.

“Youcan sit over there,” she said, nodding toward a table near the
wall.

Caleb took the bowl and sat. The table surface felt sticky from
spilled juice. He ate slowly. The soup tasted like chicken and
onions, simple and hot.

The room around him moved. People stood, ate, talked, then
drifted back to their corners. Someone turned a radio on low for
weather updates. Static hissed between words.

Caleb listened while he ate.
A storm cell moved east. More rain overnight. Cold front behind it.

He set the empty bowl! aside and sat with his hands folded on the
table.

Hannah moved among the people, checking on blankets and
children. Eli carried boxes from a back storage closet. Pastor
Whitaker knelt beside an older man and spoke low, one hand on
the man’s shoulder.

Rebecca returned from the hallway with her clipboard. She spoke
to a volunteer at the supply table, then crossed toward Pastor
Whitaker. Caleb watched her walk. He remembered her as a girl in
the church youth group, laughing in the parking lot, her hair
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swinging as she ran. He remembered her sitting in the front row
with her mother, singing strong. He remembered her eyes when she
looked at him like she trusted him with her whole life.

Now her eyes looked older. They held weight. They still held
focus.

Rebecca stopped near Caleb’ stable. She looked down at the empty
bowl. “You ate.”

Caleb nodded. “Yes.”
Rebecca glanced around the room. “ Good.”

She did not move on. She stood there asif she had more to say, but
did not know where to set it.

Caleb kept his voice low. “The woman with the roof damage. Is
she al right.”

Rebecca s eyes narrowed dlightly, then softened as she answered.
“She has bruised ribs. No bleeding. She is shaken.”

Caleb nodded. “ Any other injuries.”

Rebecca looked down at her clipboard. “A few cuts. One sprained
ankle. Some people have asthma. The cold air did not help.”

Caleb watched her face. “Y ou have done this before.”

Her gaze flicked up, guarded again. “ School administration teaches
crisis management. It should not.”

Caleb nodded. “ Still. You are steady.”

Rebecca's lips parted as if she might speak, then closed. She
looked away toward the kitchen where a toddler cried for his
mother. She took a breath, then looked back at Caleb.
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“You should sleep,” she said.

He held her gaze. “I tried.”

Rebecca s face stayed still. “Try again.”
He nodded once.

She turned to leave, then paused. Her shoulders rose and fell with a
slow breath. When she spoke again her voice came quieter. “Thank
you for coming back.”

Caleb's chest tightened. The words surprised him more than her
earlier anger. He did not trust it. He did not deserveit.

“Y ou did not want me here earlier,” Caleb said.

Rebecca looked at him, eyes sharp. “I did not say | did not want
you here. | said people aretired. | said | am tired.”

Caleb held still.

Rebecca s voice softened again, tired showing through. “The storm
does not wait for people to get ready for old feelings.”

Caleb’sthroat worked. “No.”

Rebecca looked down at her clipboard, then back up. “Go sleep.
We will need you in the morning.”

She walked away without another word.
Caleb watched her until she turned the corner.

He stood and carried his bowl! to the trash. He rinsed it at the sink
and set it in atub with others.

Eli passed behind him with a case of bottled water. “Office still
open,” Eli said.

Caleb nodded. “Thanks.”
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He walked back down the hall. The church felt quieter now. Some
people dept. Others sat in small groups whispering. A woman read
from a Bible to two children, her voice low and steady. Caleb
caught aline as he passed.

“God is our refuge and strength, a helper who is always found in
times of trouble.”

Psalm 46. He had learned it as a boy. He had not thought of it in
years.

He stepped into Pastor Whitaker’s office and shut the door. He sat
on the cot and took a slow breath.

He prayed this time, simple words.
Lord, help them. Help me do my work. Give her rest.
He did not say Rebecca s name. He did not need to. God knew.

He lay down again. The office smelled like old paper and clean
cotton. The hum of the generator stayed steady.

Sleep came in broken pieces. He woke once to silence, the
generator having sputtered off for a moment. Then it kicked back
in and lights returned, faint through the door gap.

He woke again to a soft knock.
Caleb sat up. “Yes.”

The door opened. Hannah dlipped in, closing it behind her. She
held asmall tray with a paper cup of water and two tablets.

“Sorry,” Hannah whispered. “Pastor Whitaker asked me to bring
this. Headache medicine. Y ou looked worn out.”

Caleb stared at the tray, then at her face. Her eyes held compassion
and acam firmness.
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“Thank you,” Caleb whispered.

Hannah set the tray on the chair. “Rebecca said you have a long
day ahead.”

Caleb’' s jaw tightened. “ She said that.”

Hannah studied him a moment. “ She keeps order because she has
to.”

Caleb nodded.

Hannah hesitated, then spoke gentle. “ She has lost people. She has
carried her family for along time. Storms scare her more than she
admits.”

Caleb looked down at his hands. “I did not know.”
Hannah' s voice stayed soft. “Y ou were gone.”
The words landed with no heat. They carried truth.
Caleb nodded once. “Yes.”

Hannah lifted her chin toward the door. “Try to sleep. The shelter
will hold through the night. God will hold through the night too.”

Caleb swallowed. “ Thank you, Hannah.”
She gave asmall smile and left.
Caleb took the tablets and drank the water. He lay back down.

His mind ran anyway. He saw Rebecca' s face in the hall. He heard
her voice telling people where to go. He remembered her earlier
words about truth and wires and poles.

He turned on his side, pulled the thin blanket up, and forced his
breath to slow.

Near dawn, a pale gray seeped through the office window. Rain
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still tapped the glass, lighter now. The building stirred. A door shut
softly in the hall. Someone spoke in a murmur.

Caleb sat up and rubbed his face. His bones ached with short sleep.
He stood and pulled on his coat. It still felt damp.

He opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

The fellowship hall held a dawn hush. Some people still slept on
mats and cots. Others sat with coffee cups, eyes dull. Volunteers
moved slow, their steps careful.

Rebecca stood near the supply table with Pastor Whitaker. She
held her clipboard close. Her hair had come loose in small curls
around her temples. She looked toward the door as Caleb camein.

Their eyes met.
For a second neither moved.

Then Rebecca looked away first and spoke to Pastor Whitaker,
pointing at a list on her paper. Pastor Whitaker nodded and wrote
something down.

Caleb walked toward the kitchen. He needed to leave soon. Crew
meeting. Damage maps. Decisions.

Eli stood by the coffee dispenser again, pouring into cups. He
glanced up. “Morning.”

Caleb nodded. “Morning.”
Eli lifted his chin toward the back exit. “ Y our truck is still there.”

Caleb looked out the window. Rain beaded on his windshield.
Generator lights still glowed. He felt the pull to stay inside longer,
to wait until Rebeccalooked at him again. He did not.

He set his mug down after a quick drink. “Tell Pastor Whitaker
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thank you for the cot.”
Eli nodded. “Tell him yourself.”

Caleb looked toward the middle of the room. Pastor Whitaker
stood with a woman who cried quietly, his hand steady on her
shoulder. Caleb did not want to interrupt.

“I will later,” Caleb said.

He walked toward the main doors. As he passed the supply table,
Rebecca stepped to the side to let him through. Their shoulders
came close. He smelled soap and coffee on her. Her eyes stayed on
the clipboard.

Caleb stopped. He kept his voice low. “Rebecca.”
She froze for a heartbeat. Then she looked up.
“Yes,” shesaid.

Caleb held her gaze. The air between them felt thin. “1 will be out
all day. If you need anything from the crew for the shelter, tell Eli.
He can reach me.”

Rebecca' s eyes searched his face as if she looked for motive. “All
right.”

Caleb nodded once. He started to move again.
Rebecca s voice stopped him. “Caleb.”
He turned back.

Her face held restraint. Her eyes looked tired. “Be careful. The
lines are worse in daylight. People do not see them.”

He felt the care under her words and the boundary around it. He
respected both.

59



“I will,” he said.
He walked out into the rain.

The air hit cold. The gravel ot had turned to mud at the edges. His
boots splashed as he crossed to his truck. The steeple rose above
the building, pale against alow sky.

He climbed into the cab and shut the door. He sat there a moment
with both hands on the whed!.

The church behind him held the town. It held Rebeccatoo.

Caleb started the engine. The wipers swept the glass clean in
steady strokes. He pulled out of the lot slow and careful, then
turned toward the road where his work waited, with Maple Ridge
still close behind him and far inside him.
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Chapter 4

What YearsDid Not Explain

Caleb drove with the wipers beating time across the windshield.
Rain thinned and thickened in waves. The road out by the church
had ruts where tires had cut through the soft shoulder. Branches lay
in wet piles along the ditch. He kept his speed low.

His phone buzzed in the cup holder. Crew lead. He tapped his
headset.

“Foster.”

“Morning, boss,” aman said. “Weare at the county line. Staging at
the fairgrounds. Y ou still coming in from Maple Ridge?’

“l am ten minutes out,” Caeb said. “Hold the brief until 1 get
there.”

“Copy.”

Caleb ended the call. He took the next curve and saw the town fall
behind him through the trees. The steeple dropped out of view. He
told himself he felt relief. He did not.

The storm had thrown Maple Ridge back into his hands without
warning. He had worked plenty of disasters. He had led crews
through ice storms and summer wind events and one flood that
turned whole streets into a river. None of those places had held a
name in his chest.

Rebeccadid.
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He gripped the wheel tighter. The truck smelled of wet canvas and
coffee. His jacket lay on the passenger seat, damp at the shoulders.
His boots tracked mud across the floor mat. He had dept on a
church cot and woken to her voice like it had never |eft.

He reached the highway feeder road. A fallen fence leaned into a
pasture. Black cows stood near it, heads down, rain shining on
their backs. A metal roof panel lay curled in the grass like a sheet
of peeled paint. Pasture gates hung open. Someone had tied one
shut with arope.

He passed the old fruit stand. The sign had snapped in half. The
words APPLES were still visible on one board. The other board lay
in the ditch, face down in mud.

The last time he had driven this way, the fruit stand had been open.
A girl had worked the register. Rebecca had taken a paper sack of
peaches and held it against her cheek because the fruit felt cold
from the cooler. She had laughed when he told her she looked like
achild. He had bought her a bottle of water and told her to drink it
because the day had run hot.

He had not known then how fast good things could end.

The fairgrounds came into view. The county had set up conesand a
line of trucks. Bucket rigs and flatbeds sat in rows. Men in yellow
jackets moved between them, heads down, clipboards out. The air
smelled of wet gravel, diesel, and cut pine.

Caleb pulled in and parked near the command trailer. He climbed
out and pulled his hood up. Rain ran off the brim. He walked fast,
boots crunching on the gravel.

Inside the trailer, the heat hit his face. A whiteboard showed maps
and feeder lines. A radio crackled. Two supervisors stood with
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|aptops open. They looked up.
“Foster,” one said. “Glad you madeiit.”
Caleb nodded. “ Give me the summary.”

The briefing rolled forward with the clean language of work.
Downed lines. Broken poles. Backfeed risk. Trees through service
drops. A substation report. Priorities. Shelter sites. Water plant.
Nursing home. The crew had extra transformers coming in from
the next county. They had one helicopter in the region, but it had
been assigned farther south.

Caleb asked questions and took notes. He gave assignments. He set
safety reminders with a voice kept calm. He did not speak Maple
Ridge out loud. He did not speak Rebecca.

When the meeting ended, men filed out. Caleb stayed to study the
map. A thick red marker circled the Maple Ridge section. The
town sat on a spur line with old poles and older rights of way. He
had known the vulnerabilities long before the storm had tested
them. Maple Ridge had aways been a place that carried
weight—its aging infrastructure, its quiet streets, and the memories
stitched into every corner. He traced the red circle with his finger,
the ink smudging faintly under his touch. The town wasn’t just
another line on the map, not to him. It was a place that had once
been home, a place that still whispered a name he couldn’t quite let
go of.

Rebecca

The sound of her voice had stirred something in him he thought
he'd buried. He had been careful to keep his work separate from
his past, but Maple Ridge didn’'t alow for such neat divisions. It
was a town that held him accountable, not just to the storm’'s
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aftermath, but to the choices he’d made long before the rain began
to fall.

Caleb pushed the map aside and stepped back out into the rain. The
gravel crunched beneath his boots as he headed for his truck. The
rhythm of the drops on his hood seemed slower now, the storm
easing as if it, too, was catching its breath. He leaned against the
driver’s side door and let the weight of the moment settle over him.
The fairgrounds buzzed with activity—men shouting, engines
rumbling, the steady beep of reversing trucks—but Caleb’s
thoughts were elsewhere, carried back to the white steeple that had
disappeared behind the trees.

Returning to Maple Ridge had been inevitable, the storm forcing
him to cross a boundary he'd been reluctant to approach. But
staying—facing what lingered there, both in the town and in his
heart—that was a choice he hadn’'t yet made. Rebecca’'s presence
complicated everything, her voice a reminder of the life they’'d
once imagined and the pain that had unraveled it.

He climbed into the truck and closed the door, the sound shutting
out the world for a moment. The rain slid down the windshield,
blurring the view outside. Caleb sat there in the stillness, his hands
resting on the wheel, his mind circling the same question it had
carried since he'd seen her again: Was he ready to face what the
years had failed to explain?

The answer didn’t come. Not yet. Instead, the engine rumbled to
life, and Caleb turned the truck toward the next task, leaving the
fairgrounds behind.

The wipers moved slow, heavy with grit. Mud streaked across the
glass and refused to clear all the way. He drove the service road
that looped the fairgrounds, passing a row of bucket trucks and a
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tent where crews lined up for coffee. The air tasted like wet metal.
Diesel hung low, mixing with the sharp bite of pine.

He kept his eyes on the ruts. He kept his thoughts on procedures.
Lists. Loads. Risks.

Then a flash of white through the trees pulled a him. Not the
steeple this time. A church van. The same faded logo on the side.
Maple Ridge Community Church. The van sat near the gate with
its back doors open. Cardboard boxes were stacked inside, towels
and canned food and paper cups. Someone moved at the rear,
handing things down.

Caleb slowed without meaning to.

A woman in a rain jacket stood on the muddy edge of the lot,
clipboard hugged to her chest. She had her hair pulled back tight. A
few strands had escaped and clung to her cheek from the damp.
She did not look up right away. Her mouth moved as she counted,
quick and quiet, like a prayer she had to keep saying to hold things
together.

Rebecca

His foot eased off the gas. The truck rolled. He felt the pull of it in
his ribs, the old habit of going toward her. Then the other habit.
The one he had built for years. Keep moving. Do not invite what
you cannot carry.

A gust shoved rain across the lot. Rebecca lifted her face and
squinted into it. Her eyes found the truck.

Her posture did not change much. That hurt more than anger would
have. She did not flinch. She just watched him with a steady 100k,
like she had |earned to take what came.
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Caleb stopped too far away to call it an accident. He put the truck
in park. The engine idled under him, a low vibration that filled the
cab. He could have stayed there. He could have let the moment
pass like a car on the highway.

He opened the door.

Rain hit his face. Cold. Clean. It ran down his neck under the
collar. He stepped into the mud and closed the door behind him.
His boots sank a little. The lot smelled like churned soil and wet
cardboard.

Rebecca did not walk to meet him. She waited. Her hands
tightened on the clipboard. A woman beside her, older, white hair
flattened by the rain, glanced between them with quick curiosity.
Then she went back to unloading towels.

Caleb crossed the distance. Every step felt like adecision.
“Rebecca,” he said.

She nodded once. No smile. No sharpness. Just acknowledgment.
“Caleb Foster.”

Hearing his full name in her voice hit him in a strange place.
Formal. Boundaried. Like a door closed with care.

“Are you getting supplies out to the shelters,” he asked.

“Yes.” She tipped the clipboard up and looked down at it, not at
him. “We are low on blankets. Low on baby formula. Pastor
Whitaker is trying to coordinate with the county, but the roads are
still amess.”

Pastor Whitaker. The name brought a picture with it, the old pastor
with kind eyes and steady hands. Caleb had not seen him yet. He
wondered if the man would look at him and know everything
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without being told.

“l can ask our logistics trailer if they have anything extra,” Caleb
said.

“We have asked.” Her tone stayed even. “You al have your own
priorities.”

Hefelt that as arebuke. He deserved it. It was a so true.

“I will till ask,” he said.

Rebeccafinally lifted her eyes. They weretired. Not dull, but tired,
like she had not slept much since the wind came. Her lashes were
dark with rain. “ Thank you.”

Silence settled

Silence settled, thick as the wet air. Rain kept working at the hood
of hisjacket, tapping a steady beat. Caleb heard the scrape of a box
dliding in the van. He heard someone cough behind him.

Rebecca shifted the clipboard against her chest. A pen was tucked
behind the metal clip. Her fingers were chapped, knuckles a shade
lighter where the skin pulled tight. He remembered those hands on
a hymnbook once, turning pages fast because she always knew the
next verse before anyone else.

He did not know what to do with the memory. He let it sit between
them.

“1 did not know you were back,” she said.

He watched her mouth shape the words, cam like she had
practiced them. There was no tremble. That was its own kind of
distance.

“l did not plan it,” he said. “ The crew got called in.”
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She looked past him at his truck, at the logo on the door, at the
mud on the tires. Her gaze returned to his face with care, like she
did not want to give him more than she could afford.

“How long,” she asked.
“A week. Maybe more.” He swallowed. “Until power is stable.”

Rebecca nodded again. She wrote something on the clipboard. It
was not about him. It was about blankets or formula or names.
Still, it felt like she had put him on alist and filed him where he
belonged.

The older woman at the van, Mrs. Alder, turned and watched them
again. Her eyes were bright even in the rain. She did not speak, but
she did not miss anything. Then she lifted a towel bundle and
carried it toward the fellowship hall doors.

Caleb glanced toward the building. The windows glowed warm
behind the rain. Generator light. People inside. A shelter. He could
almost smell the coffee and cheap soap and wet coats from here.
The church had always been a place where the town gathered when
life broke open.

Rebecca followed his glance, then tightened her jaw a fraction. “1f
you need to check in with Pastor Whitaker, he is inside. He is
trying to keep the list straight.”

He heard the invitation in it, thin and duty bound. Not personal.
Not welcoming. She was giving him a path that did not require
them to stand here any longer.

He should have taken it.
Instead he asked, “How is your mother.”
Rebecca went still. Not frozen, not startled. Just still. The rain dlid
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off the brim of her hood in a slow line. “She passed two years
ago,” she said. Her voice stayed level, but her eyes sharpened, like
the words had edges she could not soften. “Y ou did not know.”

“No.” Histhroat tightened. “| am sorry.”

Rebecca stared at him for a beat that felt longer than it was. “ Thank
you.”

He had left. He had not called. He had not asked. He had made his
life somewhere else and told himself it was best not to disturb what
he had already damaged. Now her mother was gone, and he had
not even known.

“1 should have,” he said, but the rest of the sentence would not
come. | should have been there. | should have written. | should
have been a man with courage instead of distance. None of it
sounded useful now.

Rebecca looked down at her clipboard again. Her pen moved. It
gave her something to do with her hands. “We have a family
coming in from County 12,” she said. “They have four children.
No roof. If your people come across tarps, we can use them.”

Caleb nodded. He let her steer it back to work. It was safer ground.
“1 will see what we can spare.”

A gust pushed the rain sideways again. It snapped at the open van
doors. The cardboard boxes inside darkened at the corners, damp
creepingin.

Rebecca glanced at the sky like she was measuring how much

more it could throw at them. “Y ou should get back to your crew,”
she said.

He heard it then. Not anger. Not softness. Just a clean line drawn.
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He could respect it. He did not know if he could live with it.

“I will go,” he said. He hesitated. “Rebecca. | am glad you are
safe.”

Her eyeslifted. For a second the steadiness faltered. Something old
flickered there, quick as lightning behind clouds. Then it was gone,
tucked away again.

“So areyou,” she said.

He stepped back. Mud tugged at his boots. He turned toward the
truck and felt her gaze on his shoulders. He did not look back. If he
looked back, he might not get in the cab. He might say something
he could not take back.

He opened the door and climbed in. The cab smelled like damp
fabric and diesel and stale coffee. His hands sat on the whedl, still.
The wipers swiped slow, smearing rain across the glass.

Through the windshield he saw Rebecca bend to lift another box.
She carried it like it mattered. Like people mattered. She always
had.

Caleb started the truck into gear. The tires spun once in the mud,
then caught. He pulled away slow, keeping the van in his mirror
until the trees swallowed it.

His chest hurt in a quiet place. The storm had torn through Maple
Ridge and left damage plain in daylight. It had also brought him
back to awoman who had |earned to stand steady without him.

He drove on, rain ticking against the glass, and tried to keep his
focus where it belonged. Procedures. Loads. Risks.

But her voice stayed with him, saying his full name like a closed
door.
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The road curved past the edge of town where the fields opened up.
Flattened grass lay in dark swaths, pressed down by wind and rain.
A fence line sagged in places, wire slack and shining wet. Caleb
kept both hands on the wheel. He watched for standing water. He
watched for limbs in the road. He watched for anything he could
fix with attention, because there was nothing he could fix with
regret.

His radio crackled once, then went quiet again. The dead air felt
heavy. He reached to adjust the volume and did not changeit. The
truck’s heater pushed out lukewarm air that smelled faintly of dust.
His gloves sat on the passenger seat, damp from his earlier work.
He flexed hisfingers and felt the tightness in his knuckles.

He saw the church steeple through the rain, a pale shape behind
bare trees. The white wood looked dull under the gray sky. The
steeple had always been the town’s marker, the thing a person
could find even in a storm. He had avoided looking for it on the
drivein. Now it found him anyway.

Rebecca had been there, in its shadow, moving boxes with quiet
command. Not because anyone praised her for it. Because she
could not stand to see people go without. That was the part he
remembered too clearly. She had never needed a spotlight to show
up. She just showed up.

He swallowed hard and kept driving.

A memory came up, uninvited. Not a full scene, not a neat story.
Just a sound. Rebecca’s mother laughing on their porch one late
summer night long ago, her laugh warm and sharp at the same
time. Caleb had been younger then, full of plans that felt certain.
Mrs. Morgan had called him Mr. Foster like he was already a man
worth respect. Caleb had carried that like a gift.
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Two years ago. Gone. And he had not known.

He turned onto the gravel lane that led toward the staging area and
felt the truck rattle under him. Mud had been churned by tires and
boots. Puddles sat in the ruts, brown and thick. He slowed, easing
around a fallen branch someone had dragged to the side. The air
outside was cold and wet. Rain still came steady, not angry now,
just relentless.

The crew trailers sat in a line near the edge of the lot. Work lights
cast a harsh yellow glow on dlick gravel. A few men moved under
ponchos, heads down, carrying cable and cones. Their voices were
low. Everyone had that strained, careful energy that came after a
night of too much noise and too little sleep.

Caleb parked, shut the engine off, and sat for a moment. The
silence in the cab pressed in. He could still see Rebecca in his
mind, the set of her mouth when she had said, Thank you. He
could still hear how she had said his name, like it belonged to
somebody she did not want to know anymore.

He leaned forward and rested his forehead against his knuckles on
the steering wheel. Just for a breath. He did not pray out loud. He
did not have words that felt clean. But he let the weight settle and
he let God see it anyway.

Then he sat up, grabbed his hard hat, and opened the door.

The rain hit his face at once. Cold drops. Clean and sharp. His
boots sank dlightly into the mud when he stepped down. He walked
toward the nearest trailer, shoulders squared, jaw tight, giving
himself back to the only thing he knew how to do without failing.
Work.

Inside the trailer, the air was warmer, crowded with the smell of
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wet gear and coffee that had been burned and reheated. A map
board was mounted on the wall. Someone had scribbled notes in
black marker along the edges. Caleb stood there, eyes scanning,
forcing his mind into lines and routes and priorities.

He could not afford to carry Rebecca' s grief on his back today. He
could not afford to carry his own.

But he did. Quietly. Like a hidden tool in his pocket, heavy and
aways there.
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Chapter 5
Fallen Lines

Caleb traced the red circle with one finger. The ink shone under the
trailer light. Maple Ridge sat at the edge of the district grid like an
afterthought someone had tried to keep alive with patchwork.

He turned to the supervisor beside him. “Where is the worst hit.”

The man tapped a corner of the map. “Feeder out of the north sub.
Pole line through the orchard road. Multiple breaks. Tree strikes.
One wire down across County 12. Sheriff has it blocked. Folks
keep trying to drive around the cones.”

Caeb nodded once. “We lock it down. No one moves around
downed conductors. Who has eyeson it.”

“Fire chief from Maple Ridge is running traffic. We sent a scout
truck at first light.”

Caleb wrote the road name on his pad. Orchard road. He kept his
face till.

Another supervisor did a clipboard across the table. “You take
Crew Three and Five. Two bucket trucks, one digger, one line
truck. Y ou know this kind of terrain.”

Caleb took the clipboard. “We do the primary first. Then service
drops.”

“Youwill have town pressure,” the man said. “They will want the
lights back, but we have to be slow.”
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Caleb looked at him. “We do not rush.”

He stepped out into rain again. Wind still moved in the treetops,
but it no longer screamed. It muttered. It pushed cold water along
the gravel lot. Diesel engines idled. Men climbed into trucks with
thermoses and hard looks.

Caleb walked to his assigned line truck. He climbed in and pulled
the door shut. The cab smelled of wet canvas, coffee, and rubber
gloves. He set the clipboard on the dash and keyed the radio.

“Crew Threg, roll in two. Meet at the north gate. Werun County 12
to orchard road. We stay behind traffic control until we test and
ground.”

Static. Then avoice. “Copy.”

He looked out at the fairgrounds. A county flag hung limp on its
pole, soaked. Beyond it, fields ran gray to the tree line. Maple
Ridge sat farther in. He did not see it from here. He still felt it.

He drove out with the convoy. Tires hissed on wet pavement.
Wipers beat a steady rhythm. The road narrowed after the last
highway sign. Ditches filled with brown water. Pines bent and
shivered in the gusts.

A sheriff cruiser sat angled across County 12. Flashing lights
painted the rain red and blue. Two cones had fallen over. A deputy
in arain jacket stood in the open door of the cruiser, one hand on
the frame.

Caleb pulled up and rolled down hiswindow. Cold air poured in.
“Y ou the power crew,” the deputy said.

“Yes,” Caleb sad. “Caeb Foster. Restoration lead.”
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The deputy looked past him at the trucks behind. “ Tree went down.
Took the line with it. Folks keep trying to cut through the pasture.
We had one man step under it to move a branch. He did not
understand.”

Caleb nodded. “No one goes near it. Wetreat it live until we prove
it dead.”

“Fire chief from town is up ahead,” the deputy said. “He asked for
you by name.”

Caleb kept his eyes on the rain streaking the glass. “Who is the fire
chief.”

“Derek Wallace.”

Caleb remembered a boy with a loud laugh and a fast truck. He
remembered Derek throwing afootball in the church lot after youth
group. Caleb had not known Derek would still be here. He had not
known anyone would still be here. He felt foolish for thinking time
erased people.

He put the truck in park and climbed out. Rain ran down his neck.
He walked up to the downed line.

A pine lay across the road like a fallen mast. Branches sprawled
into both lanes. Beyond it, a crossarm hung crooked on a pole.
Conductors sagged. One line rested on the wet asphalt, black

against gray.
Caleb held up a hand and kept his crew back. “ Stop here. No one
passes this point.”

He took his hot stick from the side compartment. He checked his
gloves. He checked his boots. He checked the ground. He moved
slow. Every step mattered.

76



A fire engine sat farther up the road with hazard lights on. A man
in turnout pants and a dark coat walked toward Caleb. He had a
wide build, rain beading on his cap brim.

“Foster,” the man called.
Caeb met him in the middle of the blocked road. “ Chief Wallace.”
Derek Wallace held out his hand. “Been along time.”

Caleb shook it. Derek’s grip felt solid. Derek looked older. The
laugh lines stayed, but his eyes had weight now.

“1 heard they sent you in,” Derek said.
“They sent who they had,” Caleb said.

Derek looked at the line on the road. “We have families on the far
side. They are cold and wet. One lady has oxygen. We moved her
to the fellowship hall.”

Caleb nodded. “Good.”

“You are going to get this cleared today,” Derek said, and it
sounded like hope and a demand.

Caleb kept his voice even. “We clear it when it is safe. First we
open the circuit. Then we test. Then we ground. Then we cut and
rg.”

Derek lifted his hands. “I know. | told them. | do not trust folks.
They hear ‘down’ and think ‘dead.””

Caleb looked past him to the flooded ditches and the slumped
fenceline. “Any injuries out here last night.”

“One broken wrist. One man got hit by a loose sheet of tin. No
deaths.” Derek’s throat moved. “We got lucky.”
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Caleb thought of how the wind had sounded near the command
trailer, even miles away. Lucky felt like a thin word.

Derek stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Pastor Whitaker has
the hall open. He asked me to tell you there is coffee and food for
crews. And he asked if you are all right.”

Caleb held Derek’s gaze. “1 am fine.”
Derek looked like he wanted to say more. He did not.

Caleb turned back to his trucks. “Set cones back two hundred feet.
Add caution tape. | want a man on both ends. No one crosses. |
want radios on.”

His crew moved with practiced speed. Cones went down. Tape
snapped in the wind. A lineman in ayellow jacket took a post near
the sheriff car. Another walked to the far end of the tree line where
aside lane cut around.

Caleb climbed into his truck and caled the substation. He
confirmed the circuit. He had dispatch open and tag it. He spokein
clipped phrases, each one a gate that had to close.

When he stepped back into the rain, he felt the usual calm settlein.
Work had rules. Work did not bend for nostalgia.

He walked to the downed conductor and tested. The meter stayed
silent. He tested again. He looked at the pole. He looked at the tree.

A younger lineman approached. “Boss. We cut the tree now.”

Caleb shook his head. “Weground first. We protect ourselves. Get
the ground set.”

The man nodded and moved off.
Caleb watched the crew set grounds with care. Copper clamps bit
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into metal. Cables draped to a driven ground rod. Rain ran over
their hands. No one complained. They moved like they respected
the danger. Caleb needed that. He did not accept anything less.

Derek stood near his engine, arms crossed. He watched every
move.

When the grounds sat secure, Caleb nodded. “All right. Chainsaw
on my call. We clear branches first. Then we rig the trunk.”

A chainsaw barked to life. It cut through wet pine with a sharp
smell. Chips flew and stuck to rain jackets. Men dragged branches
to the shoulder. The road began to show again.

Caleb kept scanning the span. He kept one hand on his radio. A
small mistake here could ruin lives. He had seen it before. He had
been the one to call families. He had learned to carry those calls
like stones.

A truck eased up from the far side of the blockade. A woman
leaned out the window, face tight. “When are you opening the
road.”

Derek walked over fast. “Ma’am, you have to turn around.”
“1 have to get to my sister,” the woman snapped. “ She is alone.”

Derek pointed back the way she came. “Y ou go back to town. You
go around by Route 9. Y ou do not cross here.”

“Thereis aline on the ground,” Caleb called out, voice steady but
firm. “It can kill you. Turn around.”

The woman'’s eyes flicked to him. She saw the hard hat, the gloves,
the trucks. Something in her face shifted. She pulled back inside
the cab and backed up slow.
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Caleb watched until she turned. Then he looked back to the pine
trunk.

“Rigit,” he said.
They looped straps. They hooked a winch line from the line truck.

They eased the trunk off the road and dragged it to the ditch. Mud
sucked at boots. Rain filled every footprint.

When the road cleared, Caleb studied the pole again. The crossarm
had split. The insulator hung by a bolt.

He pointed with his gloved hand. “Wereplace the crossarm. We set
anew insulator. We pull new conductor for this span.”

A crewman looked up. “We have stock.”
Caleb nodded. “ Good. Bucket truck up. Slow.”

The bucket rose with a soft hydraulic whine. The man in the bucket
moved careful, body strapped, hands sure. He removed hardware.
He called down for tools. He set the new pieces into place.

Caleb stayed on the ground and watched angles and clearances. He
checked for sway. He checked the ground crew. He checked the
weather. Wind gusts came and went.

A voice crackled in his radio. “Foster, this is dispatch. Maple
Ridge water plant reports generator fuel low. They need arun.”

Caleb answered without looking away from the bucket. “Copy. |
will send arunner from command. We stay on line work.”

“Copy.”

Derek walked closer again. “The water plant is holding on a
generator. The nursing home is on a generator too. Town istired.”

Caleb looked at Derek. “Townwill have power when we finish the
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primary and test it. Then we backfeed sections in order. You tell
them to keep the generators running. Y outell them to watch carbon
monoxide.”

Derek nodded. “We had two calls already. Folks tried to run them
inside. Pastor Whitaker had to send someone over to explain the
danger. He's been making rounds al morning to check on folks.
You know how he is—doesn’'t stop until everyone's sguared
away.” Derek’s voice softened at the mention of Pastor Whitaker,
carrying atone of respect Caleb hadn’t heard in years.

Caleb nodded, his focus still on the task ahead. “ That sounds like
him,” he said, his voice steady. But inside, the mention of the
pastor stirred memories he'd tried to bury—Sunday mornings in
the old wooden pews, the quiet wisdom in Pastor Whitaker's
sermons, and the way his words had once felt like alifeline. Caleb
shook off the thought and refocused. “We'll get this done.”

The bucket truck descended, its operator calling out, “Crossarm
secure! Insulator set!” Caleb raised his radio. “Good. Pull
conductor. Keep tension steady. Watch for snags.” The crew
moved with precision, threading the new line across the span. The
wet road glistened under the truck lights, and the rain began to
ease, falling in lighter drops.

Caleb surveyed the work, his eyes tracing every connection, every
clamp, every bolt. He couldn’t afford mistakes—not here, not now.
The town needed this line, and he needed to prove to himself that
he could till do this, that he could still carry the weight without
faltering.

Derek stood beside him, arms crossed, watching the crew work.
“You've changed,” he said quietly, ailmost like he wasn’t sure he
should say it aloud.
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Caleb didn't look at him, but the words landed heavy. He stayed
silent for amoment, then said, “ Time changes everyone.”

Derek didn’t push further, but Caleb could feel the unspoken
guestions hanging between them. He didn’'t have the answers—or
maybe he wasn't ready to give them. Not yet.

The crew finished pulling the conductor and secured it in place.
Caleb called for a final test. The meter hummed, and the circuit
held steady. Relief swept through him, but he didn’t let it show. He
turned to his team. “Good work. Pack up. We move to the next
section.”

Derek clapped him on the shoulder. “Y ou did good here.”

Caleb didn’t respond, but the words stayed with him as he climbed
back into his truck. He drove past the cleared road, past the
downed pine now lying in the ditch, and back toward town. The
rain had slowed to a drizzle, and through the mist, he caught sight
of the church steeple rising above the rooftops. It stood tall, like it
always had, a quiet reminder of things that refused to bend, no
matter how strong the storm.

Caleb exhaled and gripped the wheel tighter. The work wasn’t
done—not on the lines, and not in his heart. But for now, the road
was clear, and Maple Ridge had power coming back. That was
enough for today.

Caleb turned off the main road and cut through a side street where
maples had lost l[imbs. Wet leaves plastered the gutters. A trash can
lay on its side like it had been kicked and forgotten. The town
looked bruised.

He slowed near the hardware store. A handwritten sign hung in the
window. CASH ONLY.LIMITED SUPPLIES. The letters ran from
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the damp.

At the next intersection, a volunteer in a yellow rain jacket waved
traffic around a sagging line taped off with orange ribbon. Caleb
stopped short. The line hung low enough to make his stomach
tighten. He reached for hisradio.

“Command to dispatch,” he said. “We have a secondary down
across Birch and Second. It is still hot. Get the fire chief to keep
people back. | need acrew herein ten.”

Static, then the answer. “Copy. Fire chief notified. Crew en route.”

Caleb watched the ribbon flutter in the drizzle. A woman in boots
stood on a porch across the street, arms wrapped around herself.
She was not crying. She was watching, still as a post. Her face
looked drained. He wondered how many hours she had listened to
wind.

A pickup rolled up behind him. Rebecca Morgan stepped out of the
passenger side with a clipboard tucked under her arm, hood up,
hair pulled back tight. She walked like she had been awake too
long. Her eyes flicked to the line, then to him, then away as if it
burned.

Caleb got out of his truck. The rain made his jacket dark at the
shoulders.

“Rebecca,” he said.
Her grip tightened on the clipboard. “ Caleb.”

There was no warmth in it. There was not hate either. Just the old
edge. Hefelt it in his chest like a bruise pressed too hard.

She nodded toward the ribbon. “This is why | am here. Pastor
Whitaker asked for an update on what streets we need to keep clear

83



for emergency runs.”
“Itislive,” Caleb said. “No one comes through until weisolateit.”

“1 adready told them.” She looked past him at the porch woman.
“People do not always listen.”

Caleb followed her gaze. The porch woman took a step forward,
then stopped when the volunteer lifted a hand again. Caleb called
out, “Ma am, please stay back. We will get it safe.”

The woman nodded once and went still again.

Rebecca looked down at her clipboard. “The shelter needs a fuel
run. Water plant is low. Nursing home is low. People are asking
when they can go home.”

Caleb heard the strain under her steady tone. He remembered her in
high school with a stack of papers and a pen between her fingers.
She aways carried what others dropped.

“They need the truth,” he said. “We are bringing the primary up
section by section. If this line stays hot, it can kill someone. Tell
them we are moving as fast aswe can.”

Rebecca lifted her eyes to him. Rain beaded on her lashes. “1 will
tell them. | alwaystell them.”

The words stung because they were not about the lines. They were
about everything else.

Caleb held her gaze for a beat. He wanted to say something that
would not make it worse. He did not find it.

A familiar red truck splashed through the intersection and stopped
at the ribbon. Fire chief lettering on the door. The driver leaned out
and called to Caleb, “Y ou the utility supervisor?’
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Caleb nodded. “Yes. Keep them back. We have a live downed
secondary.”

The chief’s eyes moved to Rebecca and softened. “Miss Morgan.
You al right?’

“l amfine,” she said. “We just need space to work.”

The chief climbed out, boots sinking into mud. He started pushing
cones into place with quick, practiced motions.

Rebecca stepped back toward her pickup. “I will update the shelter
and the route map. If you need a runner, find me there.”

Caleb heard himself answer before he could stop it. “Be careful
crossing town. Lines are down in places people do not see.”

She paused with her hand on the door handle. For a moment she
looked at him like she did not want to accept concern from him.
Then her face shifted, almost imperceptible.

“1 know,” she said. “1 have been watching for them all morning.”

She got in and shut the door. The pickup pulled away slow, tires
hissing on wet pavement.

Caleb stood in the drizzle and watched it disappear past the curve.
He told himself it was good. Mutual respect. Clean lines. No
confusion. No reaching.

Still, when he climbed back into his truck, the cab felt smaller. The
air smelled like wet fabric and metal. He stared at the road ahead
and listened to the rain soften on the roof.

“Crew istwo minutes out,” dispatch said in his ear.

Caleb pressed the radio closer. “Copy. Tell them full PPE and treat
it as energized until proven otherwise.”
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He looked once more at the orange ribbon, the low-hanging line,
the porch where the woman waited. Then he put the truck in gear
and moved to where he could set cones, work the problem, and
keep Maple Ridge from losing more than it already had.
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Chapter 6

The House With No Roof

Pastor Whitaker stood near the edge of the road with a rain jacket
pulled tight at the throat. His gray hair lay flat from the damp. He
held a flashlight even though morning still clung to the clouds and
thelight did little.

Derek finished his sentence. “Pastor Whitaker is asking for help
with shelter assgnments. He is also looking for an elder named
Mrs. Alder. She has not checked in.”

Caleb kept his eyes on the pole work until the man in the bucket
lowered his hands and signaled down. The crossarm sat true. The
insulator held steady.

Caleb nodded once. “ Torque it. Then we test.”

He turned from the road and walked toward Pastor Whitaker. Mud
grabbed at his boots with each step. Water ran in small streams off
the shoulder and into the ditch, carrying pine needles and bits of
bark.

Pastor Whitaker met him halfway. His gaze moved over Caleb’s
hard hat, the reflective vest, the gloves. He did not ask who Caleb
was. He did not need to. His eyes held the town’s fatigue. They
also held cam.

“Mr. Foster,” Pastor Whitaker said.
Caleb stopped. “ Pastor.”
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“Thank you for keeping people back,” Pastor Whitaker said. “ Fear
makes folks careless.”

Caleb glanced toward the place where the woman had turned
around. The road looked empty again, but the town still pressed in
on every side. “It is hard to wait.”

“Itis.” Pastor Whitaker shifted the flashlight in his hand. “Wehave
adituation on the east edge. Mrs. Lila Grady.”

Caleb’s mind moved through a quick map. East edge. Old orchard
road. A cluster of houses where trees grew close to roofs.

Pastor Whitaker continued. “Her roof tore off in the night. Part of it
isin the yard. Part of it is gone. She stayed in her house through
the storm. She refused to leave. Sheisin her kitchen with a blanket
and a kerosene lamp. A neighbor saw daylight through her rafters.”

Caleb felt something tighten in his chest. He knew the kind of old
stubborn courage people held when they had survived a lifetime
and did not want to end it in a gymnasium on a cot. He also knew
how cold the next night would feel.

“We have tarps,” Caleb said.

“We have some,” Pastor Whitaker said. “We have volunteers. We
do not have enough hands that know what they are doing on a
ladder in wind.”

Caleb looked back at his crew. They still worked. The bucket truck
idled. The line sagged loose in the span, waiting for tension and tie.

“| do not leave active linework,” Caeb said.

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “1 will not ask you to. | asked Derek if he
had a man to spare.”

88



Derek stepped closer. “Wehave arunner for fuel. Wehave a runner
for the shelter. We do not have arunner for roofs.”

Caleb held till. He measured the sky. The rain thinned, then
thickened again. Wind pushed through the trees. The air smelled
like wet wood and diesal.

“Who isgoing,” Caleb asked.
Pastor Whitaker’ s eyes stayed gentle. “ Rebecca Morgan.”
Caleb’ s breath caught. His throat went dry.

He had heard her name in town before. A passing comment from a
dispatcher about her work with the church, her steady presence
during the storm, her name spoken with respect that carried a quiet
weight. But hearing it now, tied to this moment and this need, felt
like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples through the
center of Caleb’s chest.

“Rebecca Morgan,” he repeated, the name unfamiliar on his
tongue, yet holding a strange familiarity in its cadence. He looked
at Pastor Whitaker, searching his face for some unspoken intention,
but the pastor’s expression remained calm, unreadable save for a
faint crease of concern.

“She’ s already on her way,” Pastor Whitaker said, his voice steady.
“She’'ll meet usthere.”

For a moment, Caleb hesitated. The weight of unfinished work
pressed heavy on his shoulders, but the thought of a woman,
capable or not, trying to brace what was left of a roof in this
weather gnawed at him. He'd spent enough years learning the
language of storms and the fragile structures left in their wake to
know how quickly trouble could escalate.
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“I’ll go,” Caleb said finally, the words solid as they left his mouth.
“Just let me finish here.”

Pastor Whitaker’s lips lifted into a faint, approving smile. “ Thank
you.”

Caleb nodded, then turned back toward his crew. He barked
orders—tighten the line, double-check the connections, make sure
the test runs clean. His men moved with practiced precision, but
Caleb’s mind drifted to the east edge of town, to the woman he was
about to meet.

By the time the line was tested and humming steady with power,
the rain had softened into a mist. Caleb handed off responsibilities
to Derek, climbed into his truck, and pointed it toward the old
orchard road. The tires dipped on the muddy incline, and the
windshield wipers thudded against the rhythm of his thoughts.
Rebecca Morgan. He couldn’t remember ever meeting her, but
something about the way her name had settled into the
conversation felt like a thread being pulled.

The house came into view, its roofline jagged against the gray sky.
A section of shingles lay scattered in the yard like fallen leaves,
and through the splintered wood and exposed rafters, Caleb caught
glimpses of the pale, overcast light filtering inside.

A woman stood near the front porch, her dark raincoat pulled tight
around her. She looked up as his truck rolled to a stop, and for a
moment, their eyes met. Even at a distance, Caleb felt the weight
of her gaze, steady and unflinching. She raised a hand in greeting,
and he noticed the hammer tucked into her belt, the kind of detall
that spoke of competence, not hesitation.

Caleb stepped out of the truck, the rain tapping lightly against his
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hard hat. He took a deep breath, the cold air filling his lungs as he
crossed the yard toward her.

“Rebecca Morgan?’ he asked, his voice low but carrying over the
damp quiet.

“That's me,” she replied, her tone warm but firm. She extended a
gloved hand. “And you're Caleb.”

He paused, surprised by the certainty in her voice. “1 am.”

She smiled faintly, her grip steady as they shook hands. “Good.
We've got work to do.” Rebecca turned toward the house, her
movements purposeful, and Caleb found himself following without
another word.

As they reached the porch, he glanced up at the broken roof, the
wind whistling faintly through its gaps. The task ahead loomed
large, but for the first time in along while, Caleb felt a flicker of
something he couldn’t quite name—something that felt like the
first light breaking through a storm.

Rebecca climbed the porch steps and knocked once, then pushed
the door open with her shoulder. The latch gave too easily.

“Mrs. Harlow,” she called into the dim.

A small voice answered from somewhere inside. “I am here. | am
fine.”

Caleb stepped in behind her. The air smelled of wet insulation and
old pine. It was colder inside than it should have been, as if the
house had lost its skin. Light spilled through the torn roof in apae
sheet, cutting across the living room and showing dust and bits of
shingle grit on the carpet.

Rebecca moved first, careful. She kept her eyes up, tracking the
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rafters and the sagging line of ceiling. “Mrs. Harlow, it is Rebecca
Morgan. | brought someone with me.”

A chair scraped. An elderly woman appeared in the hallway,
wrapped in a knit cardigan and holding a flashlight like it was a
candle. Her gray hair sat pinned in aloose twist. Her face was tight
with pride.

“| told Pastor Mark | did not need a shelter,” Mrs. Harlow said.

“l know,” Rebecca said. Her voice stayed gentle. “Weare not here
to argue. We are here to keep you safe in your own home, if we

Mrs. Harlow’s gaze dlid to Caleb. It paused on his hard hat, his
jacket, histool bag. “Who are you.”

“Caleb Foster,” he said. “I work with the utility crew. Pastor
Whitaker asked me to look at the damage.”

Mrs. Harlow’s mouth pressed into a line. “Foster,” she said, like
she was testing the sound against an old memory. Then she lifted
her chin. “WEell. It isamess. The rain has been polite so far, but the
wind keeps coming back to look for more to take.”

Caleb nodded once. He stepped farther into the living room and
looked up. A corner of roof decking was gone. Plastic sheeting had
been tugged loose and now hung in a wet flap, tapping the wall
with a soft, steady slap. A beam was exposed, darkened by water.

He set histool bag down. “Where have you been staying.”

“Right there,” Mrs. Harlow said, pointing to the couch as if it was
a perfectly reasonable answer.

Rebecca looked at the couch, then at the celling above it. Her eyes
softened, then hardened with resolve. “Mrs. Harlow, that is directly
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under the open section.”
“I have lived under worse,” Mrs. Harlow said.

Rebecca did not raise her voice. “Maybe you have. But you should
not have to now.”

Caleb glanced toward the kitchen. The table was covered in towels
and a pot. A bucket sat under a slow drip. Someone had tried.
Someone had been alone doing it.

He crouched near the wall and pressed his hand to the drywall. It
felt spongy. He stood again and faced Rebecca. “We need to get a
temporary cover secured. Something that can hold through
tonight.”

Rebecca nodded. “Thereis tarping in my car. Pastor Whitaker has
more at the hall.”

Caleb looked at the missing section. The pitch was steep enough to
make it dangerous in the wet. “Do you have aladder.”

“In the shed,” Mrs. Harlow said. “My Harold kept it oiled. It is still
better than most men.”

Rebecca' s gaze dropped at the mention of Harold, then lifted again.
“We will be careful.”

Mrs. Harlow shifted her grip on the flashlight. “I can climb too.”

“No,” Caeb said. It came out firmer than he meant. He watched
her blink. He softened his tone. “Not in this weather. Not on a roof
with missing decking.”

Mrs. Harlow huffed. “So | sit. While strangers climb around my
house.”

Rebecca stepped closer to Mrs. Harlow, close enough for the older
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woman to feel her warmth. “Not strangers,” she said. “People who
care about you.”

Mrs. Harlow’s eyes shone, quick and frustrated. She blinked it
back. “I do not like needing.”

Rebecca nodded once, like she understood that sentence as awhole
history. “I know.”

Caleb cleared his throat, needing the work. “Rebecca, can you
show me the shed.”

She led him back out. The porch boards were slick. The yard was a
churn of mud and scattered shingles. The rain had thinned to a mist
that clung to his jacket and sat on his eyelashes. The shed leaned a
little, but its door opened. The smell of oil and damp dirt rolled
out.

Rebecca found the ladder. She ran her gloved hand over the rungs,
then looked at Caleb. “It is sturdy.”

“It will do,” he said. He took the ladder, felt its weight, and carried
it toward the house.

Rebeccawent to her car and returned with a bundled tarp and a coil
of rope. A box of screws sat in her pam. Caleb noticed the way she
held it, like she had carried too many small urgent items in her
hands for too long.

“You keep supplies on you,” he said.

“l learned,” she replied. “Storms do not wait for people to get
organized.”

He looked at her then. Rain had darkened her coat at the shoulders.
A few damp curls had escaped near her ear. Her face was calm, but
her eyes held fatigue, and something else. Something guarded.
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They set the ladder against the side of the house, near the exposed
rafters. Caleb tested the angle, planted it deeper in the mud, then
leaned hisweight into it.

Rebecca watched the roofline. “If the wind picks up, we stop,” she
said.

“Agreed,” he said.

Inside, Mrs. Harlow appeared in the doorway, flashlight raised.
“Do not you fall,” she said. “I do not want to explain that to Pastor
Mark.”

Rebecca glanced back at her. “Y ou will not have to.”

Caleb climbed first. The rungs were cold through his gloves. He
reached the eave and pulled himself up, boots dliding on wet
shingles. He stayed low. The roof felt unsteady near the torn
section, like ajaw missing teeth.

Rebecca stayed at the ladder, bracing it with her shoulder and
hands. She looked up, eyes tracking him. “Tell me where you want
the tarp.”

Caleb leaned forward and tested the exposed edge of decking. The
wood gave a little. He shifted away. “We anchor to the solid
section. Welay it over and secure it to the far side, if we can reach
without stepping on soft spots.”

Rebecca nodded, then moved quickly to the porch and called
inside. “Mrs. Harlow, can you hand me that roll of duct tape on the
table. It issilver.”

Mrs. Harlow appeared again, tape in hand. Her fingers trembled,
but her chin stayed high. “I am not helpless,” she said.

“1 know,” Rebecca said, taking the tape. Her tone carried respect,
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not pity.

Caleb watched the exchange from above. Something in his chest
eased. He did not know this woman, not really, but he knew what
steadiness looked like. It looked like Rebecca Morgan holding tape
with wet gloves, standing in mud, and treating an elderly widow
like she mattered.

“Throw methe rope,” Caleb called.

Rebecca tossed the coil up. He caught it and tied one end to a vent
pipe, then tested it with a tug. The wind breathed through the torn
roof, alow whistle. He stayed focused.

Rebecca opened the tarp and shook it out. The plastic snapped once
in the damp air. She folded a corner over on itself and taped it tight
to giveit strength.

“Smart,” Caleb said before he could stop himself.

Rebecca did not smile. She just lifted her eyes to him. “It is
practice,” she said. “Not talent.”

He took the edge of the tarp as she fed it up the ladder rung by
rung. Their hands met on the plastic, brief and practical. Still,
Cdeb feltit. A small jolt under the noise of rain. He told himself it
was only cold.

He pulled the tarp up and spread it across the gap, careful to cover
the exposed rafters. Water ran off the plastic in thin sheets. He
drove screws through a strip of wood he had carried up, pinning
the tarp to solid decking. The drill whined in the quiet
neighborhood.

Below, Rebecca kept the tarp taut. Her shoulders held firm. When
the wind tugged, she leaned her weight back and did not let it take.

96



Mrs. Harlow watched from the doorway, flashlight aimed upward,
her face tilted. She looked like she was praying without moving
her lips.

Caleb worked along the edge, methodical. Screw. Press. Screw. He
shifted to the next point and checked the seal. He did not rush, but
he did not linger either. The sky stayed the same dull gray, and the
mist kept coming.

When he finished the near side, he eased back toward the ladder
and looked down. Rebecca' s cheeks were damp. Her jaw was set.

“We need thefar side,” he said.

Rebecca glanced at the roofline, then at the yard as if measuring
options. “If you can reach across the ridge, | can go inside and tack
it from beneath at the rafters, just to hold it until Pastor Whitaker
brings boards.”

Caleb frowned. “I do not like you under it while | am moving it.”

Her eyes met his. Calm. Stubborn. “1 will not stand under the open
section. | will stay back and fasten where it is safe.”

He held her gaze for a beat. He heard the generator hum
somewhere far off. He heard a crow call once, sharp and lonely.

“All right,” he said. “But you call out. Any cracking, any shift, you
get out.”

Rebecca nodded. “I will.”

She stepped inside. Caleb waited, listening. Her boots moved
across the floor. A chair scraped. Then her voice came up, muffled
but clear. “I am at the hallway. | can see the rafters.”

Caleb took the rope and dlid it aong the ridge line, pulling the tarp

97



tighter. The plastic tightened and stopped flapping. Rain ran off
clean now, not into the house.

“Hold it there,” Rebecca called.

He held. He looked down at the yard, the scattered shingles, the
muddy tracks from his truck. He thought of how many roofs he had
seen torn open this morning, and how each one felt like a private
grief made public. He had told himself he was here for poles and
lines. He had not expected houses. He had not expected faces.

“Okay,” Rebeccacalled. “I haveit fastened.”

Caleb drove a few more screws, then backed down to the ladder.
His boots hit the porch with a dull thud. He stepped off and took a
breath. The air smelled like wet |eaves and broken wood.

Rebecca came out a moment later. Her gloves were smeared with
dust and old insulation. She flexed her fingers once, like shaking
off something she did not want to feel.

Mrs. Harlow stood behind her in the doorway. Her eyes went to the
tarp, then to Caleb and Rebecca. Pride wavered. Something softer
showed.

“Well,” Mrs. Harlow said. “It looks ugly.”
“It istemporary,” Caleb said.

Rebecca wiped rain from her cheek with the back of her glove. “It
will keep you dry.”

Mrs. Harlow’s voice lowered. “Thank you,” she said, like it cost
her something. Then her gaze held on Rebecca. “You aways
come.”

Rebecca swallowed. “1 do not always,” she said. “I just try.”
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Mrs. Harlow reached out and touched Rebecca's sleeve, a small
anchoring gesture. “Come inside a moment. Both of you. | have
coffee. It isnot fresh. But it is hot.”

Caleb hesitated, eyes on the doorway, on the dim interior that still
felt exposed. He should have gone back to his crew. The day was
full of outages and calls. Still, he found himself stepping forward.

Rebecca looked at him once, quiet question in her eyes. He
nodded.

They went in out of the mist. The door closed behind them with a
soft click. The house smelled a little less like storm now. The tarp
had changed the sound of the rain, turning it from a threat into a
steady hush.
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Chapter 7

Why He Left Quietly

Caleb did not answer at first. Rain clicked on his hard hat. It ran
down the edge of his jaw. He kept his eyes on the road as if the
road held the safest thing to look at.

“Rebecca Morgan,” he said again, low, like he had to test the
sound of her name in his mouth.

Derek shifted his weight. “She is at the fellowship hall. Pastor
asked her to help place folks. She knows who is where. She also
knows who will refuse help unless someone they trust shows up.”

Pastor Whitaker watched Caleb. “ She will not go alone.”

Caleb’'s gloved hand tightened around the strap of his tool bag. He
stared past them, past the sagging line, past the bucket truck and
the crew working in mud. He pictured an old woman in a kitchen
with alamp. He pictured rafters open to the sky. He did not picture
Rebecca. His mind tried to stay in the work.

“1 will spare someone,” Caleb said.
Derek let out abreath. “I will go. | will take one ground hand.”

Caleb shook his head once. “Youwill stay on this. You know the
pole set. | do not want a new man guessing with a live feed
nearby.”

Pastor Whitaker lifted his flashlight a little, though morning had
climbed enough for the beam to look weak. “Y ou will go,” he said.

100



Caleb’s eyes met his. He saw no force there. He saw steady care. It
made the choice feel heavier.

“Yes,” Caleb said. “1 will go.”

Derek’s expression shifted. He did not ask why. He had a sense.
Everyone did. Maple Ridge held stories the way old wood held
smoke. Caleb Foster’s name still lived in corners.

Caleb turned back toward his truck. Mud grabbed at his boots. He
stopped at the trailer and spoke to the crew lead, a man named
Henson with alined face and a calm voice.

“l need to run a roof tarp with the pastor’s people,” Caleb said.
“Fifteen minutes. Twenty.”

Henson did not flinch. “Y ou know the feeder schedule.”
“| do.”

“Go,” Henson said. “Wewill keep hands off the line until you are
back.”

Caleb nodded once. He walked to his truck and opened the door.
The cab smelled like wet canvas and coffee. He sat and shut the
door. The sound sealed himin.

He did not start the engine yet.

He watched the rain on the windshield. It did in slow trails. He
heard the distant clang of a ladder. He heard someone call out a
number, then another man answer back. Work talk. Safe talk.

Rebecca Morgan. Her name sat on his tongue. It sat in his chest
too. He had not spoken it aloud in years.

He started the truck. The engine rolled to life with alow growl. He
pulled out slow and headed toward the church.
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The road cut between fields. Wind had flattened some of the corn.
Branches lay along the ditch, snapped clean. A mailbox leaned on
its post. A piece of tin from someone’'s roof rested in a muddy rut
like abad joke.

Maple Ridge looked wounded. It also looked familiar in a way he
had tried to forget.

He turned onto the church road and slowed. The white steeple rose
through gray cloud. It stood straight. It always had. The sight hit
him harder than he expected, like a hand pressing flat against his
chest.

He remembered being seventeen and driving past it with the
windows down, laughter in the cab, and Rebecca in the passenger
seat with her hair pulled back and her eyes bright. He remembered
thinking life would stay smple if he kept working hard. He
remembered believing he would never have to choose between
people he loved.

He pulled into the gravel lot. Generator lights still burned even
though day had come. The lights threw a soft yellow on wet stone.
Tires had cut the gravel into dark tracks.

He saw aline of people at the fellowship hall door. Some held tote
bags. Some held blankets. A woman stood under the awning with a
clipboard. Her shoulders looked tense. Her head bent to listen as an
older man spoke close to her ear.

Caleb’' s hands tightened on the wheel.

He knew the slope of her cheek even from a distance. He knew the
way she held herself when shetried to carry too much.

Rebecca lifted her head. Rain dotted her hair. She wore a dark rain
jacket. The hood sat back, damp against her neck. Her face looked
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older than his memory. It looked stronger too. Her eyes moved
over thelot.

They found his truck.
Shefroze.

Caleb felt the moment like a wire pulled tight. He breathed in
through his nose. He kept his face still. He did not lift a hand. He
did not smile. He did not know what he had earned in the years
since he left.

Rebecca s mouth parted a little, then closed. She said something to
the man beside her. The man turned and looked toward Caleb’'s
truck, then back to her. He nodded and stepped away. Rebecca
stayed under the awning.

Caleb parked. He shut off the engine. The quiet inside the cab felt
loud. He sat for one more beat, then pushed the door open and
stepped out.

Rain met hisface. Cold. Thin. It ran down his neck.

He walked toward the awning. People moved around him. A teen
carried a case of water. A young mother held a toddler on her hip,
the child’s cheek pressed to her shoulder. A man with a beard and
tired eyes carried a box of diapers. The town did what it always
did. It showed up.

Rebecca did not move until he stopped afew feet away.

Her eyes held his. They did not soften. They did not harden either.
They looked like someone trying to stand steady on wet ground.

“Cdeb,” shesad.
He nodded. “Rebecca.”
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The word landed between them. It did not break. It did not heal. It
simply sat there.

Pastor Whitaker stepped out from the door behind her. He paused
when he saw Caleb, then moved closer. “Mr. Foster. Thank you.”

Caleb kept his eyes on Pastor Whitaker for a second. It gave him
space to breathe. “Whereis Mrs. Grady,” he asked.

Rebecca lifted the clipboard a little. Her hand looked sure on it.
“East edge. Orchard Road. Third house after the bend. White
siding. Blue shutters. Big oak out front.” She spoke like she had
given directions a hundred times. Her voice stayed even.

Caleb had expected her voice to shake him. It did, but not in the
way he thought. It steadied him. It reminded him she had always
been the strong one when things went sideways.

“l have tarpsin the truck,” Caleb said. “Lumber?’

“We have some two by fours in the shed,” Pastor Whitaker said.
“Eli Brooks dropped them off before he headed to the firehouse.”

Caleb nodded. Eli Brooks. A name he had heard on the crew radio
once when they talked about local volunteers. It did not surprise
him. Maple Ridge aways had a man like Eli.

Rebecca glanced past Caleb toward the lot. “Do you have anyone
with you,” she asked.

“1 will go,” Caleb said. “I will handle the ladder work.”
“] am going,” Rebecca said.

He looked at her. “Pastor said you will not go alone.”
“l am not going alone,” she said. “Y ou are here.”

Caleb’s throat tightened. He did not like the way she said it, calm
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and clipped, like it meant nothing. It meant everything.

Pastor Whitaker watched them both. “Mrs. Grady trusts you,” he
said to Rebecca. “And she needs men and women who will speak
firm and kind. Mr. Foster will secure the tarp. You will help her
pack and move to the hall for tonight.”

Rebecca' s jaw tightened. “ She will fight it.”

“She will,” Pastor Whitaker said. “Y ou know how to stand your
ground with respect.”

Rebecca looked down at her clipboard for a second. She made a
mark, then looked back up. “1 will bring extra blankets,” she said.

Caleb did not miss the way her eyes slid over his vest and gloves.
She saw his work. She saw his role. She probably saw his life. It
had been built on leaving places and fixing what broke.

He turned toward histruck. “1 will pull around the shed,” he said.

Rebecca stepped off the porch. Her boots sank a little in the soft
mud. She walked beside him, not close. Not far. The space
between them held years.

They reached his truck. Caleb opened the passenger door without
looking at her. “Get in,” he said.

“1 need the blankets,” she said.
“I will get them,” Caleb said.
Rebecca hesitated, then stepped away toward the hall again.

Caleb watched her go. He felt the pull to follow. He forced himself
to move. He drove to the shed and parked. He got out and jogged
through the rain. He pulled two tarps from the bed, aroll of rope, a
box of screws, and a cordless drill. He grabbed a ladder rack strap
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too, then paused.
He stood still, rain soaking the shoulders of his jacket.

He had told Derek he came for the work. He had told himself the
same thing. The work gave him a reason to return without asking
anyone’ s permission.

Now he stood beside the church shed with atarp in his hands, and
he knew he had walked into a place he had left unfinished.

He carried the gear back to the truck and stowed it. When he
slammed the tailgate, the sound echoed under the low clouds.

Rebecca came back out with two folded blankets under one arm
and atote bag in her other hand. She moved fast, eyes forward. She
did not look at him until she reached the passenger door.

Caleb opened it again. “You will get wet,” he said.
“l am already wet,” she said, and climbed in.

He shut the door and walked around to the driver side. He got in
and started the engine. The wipers beat across the glass. The heater
fan kicked on with alow whine.

Rebecca sat with her hands in her lap. The blankets rested against
her thigh. She stared out the windshield.

Caleb put the truck in gear and pulled out.

They rodein silence for amile. Two miles. The road narrowed near
the orchard. Trees bent low. Some had lost limbs. Wet leaves stuck
to the blacktop.

Caleb kept his eyes on the road. He felt her presence like a weight
beside him. He tried to keep his mind on the roof. On the ladder.
On the wind. On the safe order of tasks.
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Rebecca broke the silence. * Pastor Whitaker knew you would go.”
Caleb swallowed. “He asked.”

“He knew,” she said.

Caleb’ s grip tightened on the wheel. “He knows people,” he said.
Rebecca s gaze stayed forward. “He remembers,” she said.

Caleb breathed out slow. The defroster pushed warm air against the
windshield. The cab smelled like damp wool and the faint sharp
scent of lineman gloves.

The road curved. The orchard appeared through the rain, rows of
bare-limbed trees with broken branches scattered under them. The
storm had stripped the last leaves. It had left the ground a churn of
mud and windfall.

Caleb saw the white house with blue shutters. A section of roof lay
in the yard like atorn lid. The rest of the roof looked peeled back.
A dark opening gaped near the ridge.

He pulled into the drive and parked.

For a second neither of them moved. The rain tapped on the cab
roof. The house looked small under the gray sky.

Rebecca reached for the door handle.

Caleb spoke before she got out. “1 will go up first. Youstay on the
porch until | say it is safe.”

Her hand paused. She looked at him then, direct. “1 know roofs,”
she said. “| have helped patch plenty.”

“1 know,” he said. The words came out rougher than he meant. He
softened hisvoice. “1 do not want you under loose shingles.”
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Rebecca s face held something he could not read. Hurt. Pride. Old
memory. “Fine,” she said. “I will wait.”

They got out. Rain hit them harder in the open. Caleb grabbed the
ladder and carried it to the side of the house where the roofline sat
lower. He set the feet in mud and pressed down to test stability.
The ground gave a little. He shifted the ladder and drove the feet

deeper.

Rebecca stood on the porch under the small overhang. She
knocked once, then again.

A light moved behind the window. The front door opened a crack.

Mrs. Lila Grady peered out. Her hair stood out in afrizzed halo. A
blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her eyes narrowed at
Rebecca, then softened.

“RebeccaMorgan,” Mrs. Grady said. “Y ou look drenched.”
Rebecca smiled, small. “Yes, ma am.”

Mrs. Grady’s gaze moved to Caleb. She squinted. “Andwho is this
man in all his shining stripes.”

Caleb stepped closer to the porch but stayed off it. He did not want
to crowd the doorway. “Caeb Foster,” he said. “Utility crew.
Pastor Whitaker sent me to tarp your roof.”

Mrs. Grady stared. “Foster,” she said, tasting the name. “I
remember you.”

Caleb nodded. “Yes, ma am.”

Mrs. Grady’s eyes sharpened. “1 remember your mamatoo.”
Histhroat tightened. “Y es, ma am.”

Mrs. Grady sniffed. “I have coffee,” she said. “It is cold. But it is
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coffee.”

Rebeccaleaned in alittle. “Weneed to cover the roof first, ma am.
Then we need to get you to the fellowship hall for tonight.”

Mrs. Grady’s chin lifted. “I am not leaving my house.”
Rebecca s voice stayed gentle. “Y our kitchen has sky aboveit.”
“I have lived through worse,” Mrs. Grady said.

Caleb turned away. He did not want to stand there while they
argued. He kept his mind on the ladder. He walked back and
hauled the tarp to the side yard. He clipped his drill to his belt. He
checked his gloves and climbed.

The ladder flexed under his weight. The wind pushed at him. He
kept three points of contact and moved steady. The roof edge felt
slick. He reached the eave and tested the shingle line with his boot.

The storm had ripped away plywood. He saw exposed rafters and
damp insulation. He smelled wet wood and the sour bite of torn tar

paper.
He swung his leg over and crouched low. He moved along the
roofline, careful to keep his weight on solid decking. He found the
ridge where it still held. He set the tarp, unrolled it, and pulled it
tight against the wind.

He worked fast. He drove screws through wood strips into sound
sections of roof, making anchors. He tied rope around a vent pipe
and cinched it down. The tarp snapped and tried to lift. He leaned
into it with his shoulder.

Below, he heard Rebecca’ s voice. Firm now.

“Mrs. Grady, the wind will pick up again,” she said. “You will
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freeze. You will get sick.”
“1 do not freeze,” Mrs. Grady snapped.
Rebeccadid not raise her voice. “Y ou do. Everyone does.”

Caleb drove another screw. The drill whined. The sound gave him
cover. He focused on the line of the tarp. Pull. Secure. Check.
Repeat.

He reached the worst of the hole and stretched the tarp over it. Rain
pooled on the plastic and ran in sheets down the slope. He made a
channel so it would shed water away from the opening.

He did not think of anything else until the tarp held.

When he climbed down, his legs felt shaky from the cold and the
careful balance. He stepped into the mud and looked up to check
hiswork. Thetarp lay tight. It would hold for a night. Maybe two.

Rebecca stood in the doorway now, half turned inside, her hand on
the doorframe. Mrs. Grady sat at a small kitchen table with the
blanket still around her shoulders. A kerosene lamp burned beside
her. The flame flickered.

Caleb walked up the porch steps. The boards creaked. He stopped
in the doorway, rain dripping from his hard hat.

“It iscovered,” he sad.

Mrs. Grady looked past Rebecca at him. “So it is,” she said. “You
did good.”

Caleb nodded once.

Rebecca stepped aside. “Come in for amoment,” she said to Caleb.
“You aredripping al over her porch.”

Caleb hesitated. The kitchen smelled like coffee grounds and old
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wood and lamp oil. It smelled like a thousand Maple Ridge
kitchens. It smelled like his childhood.

He stepped inside.

Mrs. Grady studied him. “Y ou left,” she said, blunt.
Cdeb held still. “Yes, ma am.”

Mrs. Grady’s eyes did not soften. “You left quiet.”
“Yes, ma am.”

Rebecca s face tightened. She turned to the counter and picked up
two mugs. One had a chipped rim.

Mrs. Grady leaned back in her chair, blanket gathered close. “I do
not blame young people for leaving,” she said. “I blame them for
leaving messes.”

Rebecca set the mugs on the table. Her hands moved with care. She
did not look at Caleb.

Caleb felt the words land. He did not defend himself. He had
learned over the years that defense did not heal anything.

Mrs. Grady nodded toward the lamp. “Power is out,” she said, as if
he did not know. “I do not like sleeping in a room where the wind
speaks through the ceiling.”

Rebecca s voice softened again. “Then you will come with us.”
Mrs. Grady pursed her lips. “1 will not sleep on a cot.”

Rebecca dlid one mug toward Mrs. Grady. “Pastor Whitaker set up
the Sunday school room for seniors. Real mattresses. Miss Hannah
brought extra pillows.”

Mrs. Grady blinked. “Hannah Whitaker,” she said. “ She still does
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everything.”
Rebecca let out afaint breath. “She does alot.”

Mrs. Grady looked at Caleb again. “Your mama would not want
you standing in my kitchen dripping on my floor,” she said. “Take
off your boots.”

Caleb glanced at Rebecca. Her eyes lifted to his for the first time
since they entered. Something flickered there, quick. He could not
name it.

He stepped back to the door and pulled off his boots on the porch.
Cold air hit hiswet socks. He stepped back inside.

Mrs. Grady watched him like a judge. “Where have you been,” she
asked.

Caleb kept his voice even. “All over,” he said. “Wherever storms
hit. Wherever lines go down.”

Mrs. Grady snorted. “ So, you follow trouble.”
Caleb did not answer. He did not have a good one.

Rebecca picked up the tote bag. “We should go,” she said to Mrs.
Gragy. “We will bring your medicine. We will lock up.”

Mrs. Grady’s mouth tightened. Then she sighed, long and thin.
“Fine,” shesaid. “But | am bringing my lamp.”

Rebecca nodded. “Y es, ma am.”

They moved with purpose then. Rebecca walked Mrs. Grady to a
back room for a coat. Caleb stepped outside and grabbed the
blankets from the truck. He pulled a plastic sheet from his gear and

covered the roof debris near the drive so Mrs. Grady would not trip
later.
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When he returned to the porch, Rebecca stood beside Mrs. Grady,
helping her into a raincoat. Mrs. Grady clutched the lamp like a
child with adoll.

Rebeccalooked up at Caleb. “You ready,” she asked.
He nodded. “Yes.”

They walked Mrs. Grady down the steps. Caleb held her elbow on
the dlick boards. Her arm felt thin under his hand.

“You got astrong grip,” Mrs. Grady said.
“Itismy job,” Caleb said.
Mrs. Grady huffed. “Y our job used to be baseball.”

Caleb gave a small nod. He had played. Rebecca had sat in the
bleachers with his mother and cheered until she went hoarse.

They got Mrs. Grady into the back seat of Caleb’'s truck. Rebecca
buckled her in. Mrs. Grady held the lamp steady on her lap,
shielding the flame with her body.

Caleb climbed into the driver seat. Rebecca sat in the passenger
seat again, damp hair sticking to her cheek.

As he pulled out, Mrs. Grady spoke from the back. “Y outwo went
to prom,” she said.

Rebecca stiffened.
Caleb’ s hands tightened on the whes!.

Mrs. Grady continued as if she spoke about the weather. “You
danced like you meant it,” she said. “Then you stopped showing up
at church. Then you left. Rebecca kept showing up.”

Rebecca s voice came quiet. “Mrs. Grady.”
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Mrs. Grady made a sound in her throat. “I am old,” she said. “1 say
what | see.”

Caleb stared ahead. Rain blurred the road. His chest felt tight.

Rebecca shifted in her seat. She kept her eyes on the windshield
too. Her face looked cam, but her throat moved when she
swallowed.

They drove back toward town with the heater running low. Mrs.
Grady hummed to herself, a thin tune. Caleb recognized it as a
hymn. He did not remember the name. He remembered his mother
singing it at the sink.

At the church lot, Caleb parked close to the door. Volunteers
hurried out with umbrellas. Someone opened the back door and
helped Mrs. Grady down. Rebecca took her arm and guided her
inside. Mrs. Grady did not protest now. The warmth and light drew
her in.

Caleb stood by his truck for a moment, rain on his face, and
watched Rebecca disappear into the hall.

He should have gone back to the line work. Henson would need
him. The feeder would not wait. People needed power.

Y et his feet did not move.

Pastor Whitaker stepped out under the awning again. He held his
flashlight down at his side now, off. He looked at Caleb with a
quiet understanding.

“She will be settled in afew minutes,” Pastor Whitaker said.
Caleb nodded. “Good.”
Pastor Whitaker waited. He did not fill the space with talk. He
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never had, as far as Caleb remembered.
Caleb cleared histhroat. “| should get back.”

“Youwill,” Pastor Whitaker said. “But you look like a man who
carries a second job too.”

Caleb’sjaw tightened. “I do not know what you mean.”
Pastor Whitaker’s eyes stayed steady. “I do.”

Caleb looked away toward the lot. The gravel shone dark. A
volunteer carried a pot of soup across the ground with two hands.
Generator hum filled the air.

Pastor Whitaker spoke again. “Rebecca told me you were in town
with the crews.”

Caleb’ s throat went tight. “ She told you.”

“She did,” Pastor Whitaker said. “She did not tell me how she felt
about it.”

Caleb’s mouth dried. “How does she fedl.”

Pastor Whitaker’s voice stayed gentle. “ She feels many things. So
do you.”

Caleb's shoulders rose and fell once with his breath. He did not
like how his body reacted to simple words. He had learned control.
He had learned to hold steady under danger. A downed line did not
shake him. A storm did not shake him.

A woman's name did.
“1 need to go,” Caleb said again.

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Go. Then come back when you have
time. The hall will stay open. People will eat. People will pray.
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People will talk.”
Caleb gave a small nod and turned toward his truck.

Rebecca stepped out of the hall as he reached the driver door. She
pulled the door shut behind her, then stood under the awning edge.
Rain blew in sideways and dotted her jacket.

“Mrs. Grady is settled,” she said.
Caleb looked at her. He kept his face still. “ Thank you.”
She nodded once. “ Thank you for the roof.”

He did not answer right away. He did not know what to say
without stepping into something neither of them had agreed to
open.

Rebecca's eyes held his. “You should go back to your crew,” she
said.

“Yes,” he said.

She did not move. “Pastor Whitaker asked me to check on the east
edge again later,” she said. “A few houses have trees down across
driveways.”

Caleb nodded. “Roads are rough.”
“They are,” she said.

Silence pressed in. Generator hum filled it. A baby cried
somewhere inside, then quieted.

Rebecca' s voice dropped. “Why are you here, Caleb.”

His stomach tightened. He had expected the question. He had not
expected it so soon.

He chose the simplest answer first. “For the storm,” he said.

116



Her eyes did not change. Y ou have worked storms before.”
“Yes”

“And you came to Maple Ridge,” she said.

He held her gaze. He did not flinch. “They sent me.”

“They sent your crew,” she said. “They did not send you.”

Caeb’'s hands went numb on the door handle. Rain ran down his
Wrist.

He heard himself answer, slow. “| requested the assignment.”

Rebecca' s breath caught. Her face went still. “You requested it,”
she repeated.

“Yes” Caleb said.
“Why,” she asked.

He could have lied. He could have said it paid well. He could have
said it fit the schedule. He could have said he had the seniority to
choose and he chose close to home for a change.

He could not do any of it. Not with her looking at him like that.

He spoke low. “Because | heard the wind tore through,” he said.
“And because | knew you lived here.”

Rebecca s eyes searched hisface. “You knew.”
“| asked,” he said. “Before | signed on.”
Her throat moved. She swallowed.

Caleb felt the old acherise. He pushed it down. He pointed his chin
toward the hall. “Y ou have work,” he said.

“So do you,” she said.
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He nodded and climbed into the truck.

Rebecca stepped back from the door. She did not wave. She did not
turn away either. She stood and watched him pull out.

Caleb drove back toward the line work with his jaw clenched. The
road stretched wet and gray. Trees bent in the wind. The sky stayed
low.

He reached the work site and parked near the bucket truck. Henson
met him at the trailer.

“All good,” Henson asked.
“Tarp is up. Homeowner is at the shelter,” Caleb said.
Henson nodded. “We will energize after lunch.”

Caleb nodded back and walked toward the pole. He put his gloves
on. He checked the line. He did hisjab.

His hands moved sure. His mind did not.

Around noon the rain eased, then returned. The clouds did not lift.
The crew ate standing up under the trailer awning, paper bowls of
soup warming their hands.

Caleb kept to the edge. He ate without tasting much. Men talked
about downed trees, about flooded culverts, about a crew stuck
behind afallen oak. Caleb nodded at the right moments.

All the while, his mind held the image of Rebecca standing under
the church awning, asking why he was there.

After lunch the crew energized the repaired span. A hum ran
through the air asthe lines took load. A distant transformer clicked.
It felt like bringing a pulse back to a body.

Caleb watched the voltage readings and signed off on the section.
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He moved the crew to the next pole, then the next. Hours passed in
work.

By late afternoon, the sky darkened early. Storm light did that.
Mud thickened. Boots grew heavy. Men grew quiet.

Caleb checked his watch. He checked his phone. He had no
messages from the church. He told himself he did not want any.

Still, his eyes kept drifting toward the direction of town.

At dusk Henson called a stop. “Wewill rotate crews. Get food. Get
deep,” he said. “We go again before daylight.”

Caleb nodded and walked to his truck. The cab felt colder now. He
sat and stared at the dark windshield for a moment, wipers off, rain
sliding down in slow lines.

He did not drive toward the crew motel. He drove toward the
church.

The fellowship hall lot stayed full. Generator lights glowed in the
windows. Cars lined the gravel shoulder. The church steeple rose
aboveit al, pale against the darker sky.

Caleb parked near the edge of the lot and shut off his engine.

He did not get out.

He held the steering wheel with both hands, asif it anchored him.
In the quiet of the cab, the past did not stay quiet.

He saw the last day he had stood in this lot years ago. He had been
younger. His hands had not been calloused like this. His heart had
been too full of fear to hold anything steady.

He had stood beside his mother’s car, bags in the trunk. He had
told himself he would come back in a few months. He had told
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himself he would call Rebecca once he got settled. He had told
himself alot of things.

The truth had been smaller and worse.

He had left because he had chosen the easiest road out of a hard
talk.

He had left because the night his mother sat at the kitchen table
with her hands wrapped around a mug, she had looked at him with
tired eyes and said, “Caleb, | cannot stay here. | cannot breathe
here anymore.”

He had left because she had lost his father and then lost her
footing, and Maple Ridge held too many reminders. He had left
because she needed him, and he had not known how to tell
Rebecca he would not choose Maple Ridge over his mother.

He had left because he feared Rebecca would ask him to stay.
He had feared he would.

He had never told Rebecca any of it. He had told her the job offer
came fast. He had told her it was a good chance. He had told her he
would write.

He had watched her eyes change. He had watched her mouth press
into aline. He had watched her nod once like she would not beg.

Then he had driven away.

He had carried the weight of her face for years, and he had called it
respect. He had called it leaving her in peace. He had called it
letting the past stay closed.

It had never been respect.
It had been fear.

120



Caleb sat in the lot now, watching warm light move behind the
fellowship hall windows, and he knew he had returned to the one
place his silence still lived.

He breathed in. He breathed out.
He did not get out of the truck.
He did not start it again either.

He sat there while the generator hum filled the night, uncertain if
coming back had been wise.

121



Chapter 8

What She Stayed For

Rebecca Morgan stood at the fellowship hall sink, listening to the
steady hum of the generator outside. The room carried the scent of
damp coats, disinfectant wipes, and ssmmering soup. She rinsed a
ladle in cold, inconsistent water, moving methodically to quiet the
unease in her chest. Her hands shook slightly, and she hated it.

From across the room, Mrs. Alder rocked a feverish toddler,
murmuring as if in prayer. Rebecca fixed her gaze on the pantry
shelves instead: canned beans, peanut butter, applesauce cups.
Familiar objects were easier.

The gym doors opened, bringing cold air, wet boots on tile, and
voices. Rebecca froze, her hand on the cabinet handle. She already
knew who had arrived.

When Pastor Whitaker spoke her name, Rebecca turned. He stood
by the coffee station, his rain jacket wet, kindness steady in his
eyes. Besde him were Hannah Whitaker, face drawn from
exhaustion, and Caleb Foster—hard hat under his arm, rain
darkening his hair, older than she remembered yet unmistakably
him.

Her throat tightened, but she remained composed.

Pastor Whitaker’ s voice was gentle. “Miss Rebecca, you have kept
things running here. We are grateful.”

Rebecca nodded. “ People need food.”
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“They need someone who keeps moving,” Hannah added, offering
aquick, tired smile.

Pastor Whitaker explained new shelter arrangements. Families
would move to the school gym, reserving the church for the elderly
and those in medical need. He asked Rebecca to help coordinate
the school side. She nodded, relieved to have a task rather than
words.

Caeb stood silent, visibly carrying the weight of unspoken
thoughts. When Pastor Whitaker mentioned cots needing transport,
Caleb volunteered immediately. Rebecca resisted, suggesting Eli
Brooks instead, but the pastor held firm. Caleb was there.

She turned to lead him to the storage room, ignoring Hannah's
knowing glance. The hallway was dim, lit only by battery lanterns.
Shadows pool ed between them, and the soaked carpet muffled their
steps. Caleb walked carefully, like a man familiar with the building
despite years away.

They reached the storage room. It smelled of dust and old pine
cleaner. Stacks of canvas cots leaned against the wall. Caleb
stepped in, set his hard hat aside, and hesitated before speaking. “I
did not know you were here.”

Rebecca’ s voice was sharp. “In Maple Ridge or in thisroom?’
“Both.”

They began carrying the cots in silence, the rhythm of their
movement broken only by muffled voices from the sanctuary. On
the fourth trip, Caleb finally spoke. “ Rebecca.”

She did not answer.

He lifted another cot, pausing again. “Why did you stay?’
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Rebecca stopped mid-step. She exhaled. “Plans change.”
Caleb’ s voice softened. “ Because of me.”

Her breath hitched, but she spoke evenly. “Not only because of
you.” She described her mother’s illness, eleven months of caring
for her during a losing battle with a tumor. Caleb’s face tightened,
but he said nothing, letting her words fill the space. When her
grandfather’s health failed after her mother’'s death, she stayed
again—feeding him, arguing over salt and sugar, refusing to leave
Maple Ridge as responsibilities accumulated until the idea of
leaving vanished.

When Caleb tentatively asked if anyone had taken care of her,
Rebecca' s response was clipped: “I took care of me.”

Caleb carried the weight of her answer without pushing back, but
as they worked, he could not resist speaking again. “I am sorry.”

Her voice went sharp. “Y ou do not get to apologize for years.”

Caleb didn’t argue; he ssimply replied, “Youare right.” The lack of
denial disarmed her. It shifted the ground beneath their tension.

Later, after Hannah's reassurances that Rebecca deserved rest,
Rebecca ignored her own exhaustion and drove to the school to
ready the gym for shelter. Caeb followed her into the rain,
insisting softly but firmly that he accompany her due to the storm.
She resisted, but as she surveyed the debris-covered road, her
practical concerns overtook her pride. “Fine. One trip.”

They drove through the town, silent except for Caleb’s occasional
warnings about hazards. The streets held traces of destruction:
sagging power lines, downed fences, broken trees. Rebecca gripped
the wheel, white-knuckled, focusing on the task ahead as Caleb’'s
quiet presence filled the silence. When he murmured that she
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should not have faced her mother’s iliness aone, anger flared
briefly, but she tamped it down. “People do what they haveto,” she
replied coldly.

Reaching the school, they stepped into the damp, silent hallways.
The smell of wax, wet air, and old memories pressed in from every
corner. Rebecca avoided looking at the trophy case where her
younger self smiled in a scholarship announcement photo.

In the gym, with its faint leaks and looming shadows, Caleb
worked steadily beside her, following her instructions. His
movements were deliberate, methodical, almost reverent. Over the
hours, Rebecca found herself recounting the promises she made to
her mother, the sacrifices that kept her tethered to this town, and
the quiet survival that defined her life. Caleb listened without
interruption, his gaze intent, his silence filled with careful thought.

Asthey adjusted tarps and set lanterns, Caleb’ s voice dropped to an
ache. “Leaving felt like betrayal .”

Rebecca turned sharply. “ To whom?’

The unspoken weight of her answer hung between them: her
mother, her grandfather, her students, her church. Caleb. Herself.

“Youasked why | stayed,” Rebecca said finaly, her voice strained
but steady. “I stayed because my mother asked me to. She said
staying was faithfulness. And | stayed because... when you left, |
decided | could not leave too. Leaving meant losing everything.”

Caleb flinched but didn’t retreat. “| did not mean to make you feel
that,” he said softly. “But it matters.”

Rebecca blinked away tears, her movements deliberate as she
checked the tarp edges. Their words felt stripped to bone, painful
yet necessary.
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In the entrance, Caleb’ s expression turned reflective. “Thank you,”
he said. “Y ou told me enough for tonight.”

As they stepped back into the rain, he promised to help if she
needed anything before his crew left at dawn. Rebecca s response
was sharp but resigned. “Y ou will go back to your life.”

Caleb nodded but added simply, “For now, the work is here.”

Rebecca couldn't respond. She walked toward the glowing
fellowship hall, the door handle cold in her hand. Rain clung to her
coat as she turned back briefly. “ Goodnight, Caleb.”

“Goodnight, Rebecca,” he said.

Inside, the lights were a refuge for others but no comfort to her.
She leaned against a counter, staring through the window as
Caleb' staillights faded into the drenched night.

“Lord,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “1 do not know if | can do
this...but if You see something | cannot, help metrust You.”

Outside, the rain fell steadily, soft as the prayer whispered into the
quiet of her heart.

Rebecca stayed at the counter until her knees ached. The
fellowship hall window was streaked with rain and handprints. She
watched shadows move outside as people carried in another box of
supplies. The generator hum sat under every sound like a second
heartbeat.

Hannah crossed the room with a slow, careful step, as if the floor
might change under her. She held two mugs. Coffee. It smelled
burnt and familiar, like every church fundraiser she had ever
survived.

Hannah set one mug near Rebecca s hand. “Drink. Even alittle.”
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Rebecca curled her fingers around it. The warmth seeped into her
skin. Her throat tightened anyway. “You should be sitting. You
have been running since the wind started.”

Hannah leaned her hip against the counter. She watched Rebecca
instead of the room. “ So have you.”

Rebecca stared into the coffee. The surface shook with her
breathing. “I am fine.”

Hannah did not challenge it. She only said, “Pastor Whitaker asked
me to check on you. He can tell when you are taking care of
everyone but yourself.”

Rebecca let out a quiet sound that was not a laugh. “He can tell
because he knows what his daughter does.”

“ And because he has watched you do it for years,” Hannah said.

Rebecca' s jaw tightened. That word. Years. It made her feel old,
not in body but in spirit.

A child cried near the back hallway. A woman soothed him in a
tired voice. Someone coughed. Someone dragged a chair across the
tile. The fellowship hall smelled like wet wool and bleach and the
soup that had simmered all evening.

Hannah waited.
Rebeccaturned her head. “Y ou did not have to bring him into it.”
Hannah did not pretend confusion. “Caleb.”

Rebecca’ s grip on the mug turned hard. “I did not bring him into it.
The storm did.”

Hannah studied her. “You came in like you always do. Trying to
hold the walls up with your hands. Then he shows up, and you
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look like somebody cut arope you have been holding too long.”

Rebeccalooked away. She did not want Hannah seeing the truth on
her face. “It is not about him.”

Hannah's voice stayed soft. “It is about what his leaving did to
you.”

Rebecca swallowed. She felt the sharp taste of coffee and the
sharper taste of memory.

She saw her mother in a hospital room that smelled like antiseptic
and wilted flowers. The heart monitor’s steady beep. Her mother’s
hand, thin and warm, gripping hers with stubborn strength. She
heard her mother’s voice again, tired but certain. Stay. Build alife
that does not run from hard things.

Rebecca set the mug down before her hands shook too much. “It
was not just heartbreak,” she said. Her words came careful.
Measured. “It was timing. Everything happened at once. He left,
my grandfather started slipping, and my mother... my mother got
the diagnosis like it was a sentence.”

Hannah's eyes filled, but she did not cry. She had learned control
from the same place Rebecca had. Faith. And necessity.

Rebecca kept going, because stopping would mean feeling it al
again. “lI had a job offer in Raleigh. Not forever, just a year
program. Admin track. | was going to take it.”

Hannah did not speak. Her face held the weight of what she
understood.

Rebecca s throat burned. “My mother asked me to stay. She did
not beg. She did not guilt me. She just told me what she needed.
She told me she had been brave a lot of years and she was tired of
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being brave alone.”

The words landed. Rebecca felt them land in her own chest like
they had been stored there waiting to be said.

“1 told her 1 would stay,” Rebeccasaid. “I meant it. | do not regret
it. | loved her. | love her ill.” She paused. “But that promise
changed everything.”

Hannah’' s hand rested on the counter near Rebecca’s. Not touching.
Close enough to offer.

Rebecca stared at the tile floor. The grout lines made agrid that felt
like the town itself. Lines she had walked for years. “Then it
became one thing after another. Chemo. Bills. Granddad needing
help with the porch steps. Then Mom could not drive. Then she
could not cook. Then she could not...” Rebecca pressed her lips
together. She forced air into her lungs. “I stopped making plans
that had distance in them. It felt disrespectful. Like | was already
leaving before she was gone.”

Hannah's voice was a whisper. “And Caleb left right when all of
that started.”

Rebecca shut her eyes. Caleb’s face flashed there, younger, proud
and scared at the same time. His hands in his pockets when he said
he had to go. Work. Opportunity. A chance he could not ignore.
His voice had been gentle, as if gentleness could soften what he
was doing.

“He did not know,” Rebecca said. “Not the full of it. I did not tell
him everything.” The admission tasted bitter. “I told myself it did
not matter. He had already decided.”

Hannah breathed out. “Y ou never gave him a chance to show up.”
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Rebecca s eyes snapped open. “Do not do that.”

Hannah did not flinch. “I am not blaming you. | am saying you
were carrying too much. Y ou were young, and you were trying to
be strong in the way the world praises. Quiet. Capable. No needs.”

Rebecca leaned back from the counter. The room tilted for a
second. She steadied herself.

Hannah watched her closely. “Did you ever tell him about your
mother asking you to stay.”

Rebecca shook her head once. “No.”
“Why.”

Rebecca shands fisted at her sides. “Becauseif | said it out loud, it
would have sounded like a plea.”

Hannah's eyes softened. “And you did not want to plead.”

Rebecca looked toward the fellowship hall doors. Rain slid down
the glass in thick lines. Outside, headlights passed, slow over the
wet gravel. “1 did not want to be the reason he stayed and resented
it,” she said. “I did not want him to look at me ten years later and
think | took hislife away.”

Hannah’ s voice turned steady. “ So you took your own.”
The words hit with quiet force.

Rebecca s face tightened. She blinked fast. She would not cry here.
Not with people spread out on cots and children needing calm. She
would not break in the place she had turned into a refuge.

She heard Caleb’s voice again. Leaving felt like betrayal. She had
asked, to whom. She had known the answer.

Hannah shifted closer, and this time her hand touched Rebecca s
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forearm. Warm. Firm. “ Rebecca, you have been faithful,” she said.
“You stayed. You served. You loved your family. You love this
town. None of that is small.”

Rebecca stared at Hannah' s hand. The touch made her want to lean
intoit like atired child. She did not. She stood straight.

“You do not have to carry this alone tonight,” Hannah said.

Rebecca's lips trembled. She pressed them together until the
tremor stopped. “I do not know what to do with him being here,”
she admitted. “1 thought | had packed it away. | thought | was done
feeling it.”

Hannah nodded once, like she had expected the truth. “Maybe you
are not done yet. Not because you are weak. Because God does not
waste pain. He brings it back up when He is ready to hedl it.”

Rebecca looked at her sharply. “Healing does not always mean
getting back what was lost.”

“No,” Hannah said. “Sometimes it means letting it be forgiven.
Sometimes it means telling the truth. Sometimes it means seeing a
person as they are now, not as they were when they hurt you.”

Rebecca's chest rose and fell. She heard the generator hum. The
sound held steady, no matter what was happening inside the
building.

Pastor Whitaker appeared at the edge of the room, moving slowly
between cots. He laid a hand on a man’s shoulder, spoke a few
quiet words, then moved on. His face |looked older in the dim light.
Still calm. Still there.

Hannah followed Rebecca s gaze. “He asked me to remind you of
something,” she said.
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Rebecca s eyes stayed on Pastor Whitaker. “What.”

Hannah spoke softly. “When you pass through the waters, | will be
with you.”

Rebecca' s breath caught. Isaiah. Her mother’s favorite passage in
the last months, whispered into the dark when the pain stole sleep.
Rebecca had repeated it at the sink while washing dishes, as if
scripture could make a shield around the house.

Hannah continued, careful and gentle. “Andwhen you pass through
the rivers, they shall not overflow you.”

Rebecca swallowed. Her eyes stung.

Hannah squeezed her arm once, then let go. “You have passed
through alot. But you are still here.”

Rebecca nodded, small and slow. She reached for the coffee again.
Her hands were steadier.

A volunteer called Hannah's name from the kitchen. Hannah
stepped away, but she paused and looked back. “Try to sleep a
little,” she said. “Even if itisin achair.”

Rebecca did not promise. Hannah did not push.

When Hannah left, Rebecca moved down the hall to the small
storage room behind the stage. It held boxes of folded tablecloths,
old Christmas decorations, a stack of hymnals that smelled like
dust and paper. The air was cooler there. Quiet.

She sat on an overturned crate and pressed her pams to her eyes.
She saw her mother’s face again. Her mother had been fierce even
near the end. Not angry. Not loud. Just unmovablein love.

Rebecca had stayed for that love. She had stayed for duty. She had
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stayed because leaving had felt like ripping a root out of the
ground.

And she had stayed because some part of her had believed Caleb
would come back. She had hated herself for that hope. She still did,
alittle.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, expecting
another shelter message.

It was atext from an unknown number.

This is Caeb. Crew phone. | made it back to the staging lot. If
anything changes at the school, call. If you need anything tonight,
call.

Rebecca stared at the screen until the words blurred.
She did not answer.

She set the phone face down on her knee and bowed her head, not
for show. Not for anyone. “Lord,” she whispered again, voice
rough. “If You are going to bring him back into my life, tell me
what to do with what | still feel. Tell me what to do with what |
lost.”

Outside, the rain continued. It tapped against the fellowship hall
roof in steady patience, like it had al the time in the world.

Rebeccasat still until the sound of her own breathing slowed. Then
she stood, squared her shoulders, and walked back toward the light.

The hall felt brighter when she stepped back into it, though nothing
had changed. The same low lights. The same smell of wet wool
and old coffee. The same tired voices held down to a murmur.

Rebecca moved between cots. She kept her steps careful. People
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dept in awkward positions, mouths open, hands tucked under
cheeks. A little boy lay curled tight with his sneakers still on. His
mother sat beside him, eyes open, staring at nothing.

Rebecca stopped at the front table. The clipboard waited where she
had |eft it. The pen lay crooked across the paper. She picked it up
and checked the top sheet. Names and numbers. A list of needs that
did not end.

A man in aflannel jacket stood near the coffee urn. He was older,
his beard gray at the edges. His face held that hollow look grief
gave people when they had not cried yet.

“Ms. Morgan,” he said.
Sheturned. “Mr. Larkin.”

His hands worked the brim of his cap. “My brother is out by the
river road. His house took a tree. He will not leave it.” He
swallowed. “He thinks if he leaves, it will be gone when he comes
back.”

Rebecca nodded. She understood the logic. It was not logic. It was
fear.

“Ishe hurt.”
“No. Just stubborn.”

Rebecca looked toward the door. Rain slid down the glass in thin
lines. She could see only dark shapes beyond it. “Tell him the
church has space. Tell him Pastor Whitaker will come pray with
him if he wants. If he will not come, we will send someone in the
morning to check his place. First light.”

Mr. Larkin's shoulders dipped a little. Relief showed, small and
quick. “Thank you.”
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He walked away like he was carrying something delicate.

Rebecca wrote the address down, then circled it hard. The paper
tore alittle under the pen point.

A cot squeaked behind her. She turned and saw Mrs. Alder sitting
up, hair pinned back in the same neat twist she always wore at
church. Her cardigan was damp at the sleeves.

“Rebecca,” Mrs. Alder said. Her voice was low and steady. “Come
here.”

Rebecca went. She crouched beside the cot. Mrs. Alder smelled
like lavender and liniment.

“Do you have a place to go when thisis done,” Mrs. Alder asked.

Rebecca hesitated. Her house was still standing. Her roof still held.
But the idea of going home aone felt heavier tonight.

“l do,” she said.

Mrs. Alder studied her face. “Do you have anyone in there with
you.”

Rebecca shook her head.

Mrs. Alder’s thin hand reached out and rested on Rebecca' s wrist.
Her grip was light. It still felt like an anchor. “Then do not be
brave in away God did not ask you to be.”

Rebecca s throat tightened. “1 am not trying to be brave.”

“1 know,” Mrs. Alder said. “Youaretrying to hold everything. You
have been doing it along time.”

Rebecca looked down at the woman’s hand. Her nails were short.
Clean. The same hands that passed out casserole dishes when
people were sick, that wiped down hymnals after flu season, that
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patted shoulders at funerals.

“l stayed,” Rebecca said quietly, the words coming before she
could stop them.

Mrs. Alder nodded once. “I know.”

“1 stayed when | wanted to go,” Rebecca said. “1 stayed when it
would have been easier to leave. | stayed when everyone told me
Maple Ridge was too small for my life.”

Mrs. Alder's eyes softened. “Sometimes staying is not small.
Sometimesit is the hardest obedience.”

Rebecca felt heat behind her eyes. “I do not even know if it was
obedience. Sometimes it felt like punishment.”

Mrs. Alder’s thumb moved once against her wrist. A small circle.
“The Lord does not punish His children like that. Life breaks
things. People break things. But He does not waste it.”

The same words, again. Different mouth. Different weight.
Rebecca held still. She listened to the generator hum through the
wall like a steady heart.

Mrs. Alder leaned forward alittle. “Hannah told me Caleb Foster is
intown.”

Rebecca did not answer. She felt her face go tight.
Mrs. Alder did not push. “ That was along time ago,” she said.
“It does not fedl likeit.”

Mrs. Alder sighed. “No. | believe that. But you are not the girl you
were. He is not the boy he was. Only you can decide if you can
look at him without measuring him against the day he left.”

Rebecca swallowed. “1 do not know how.”
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Mrs. Alder’s gaze held hers. “ Then ask God for a clean look. Not a
soft look. A clean one. So you can see what istrue.”

Rebecca nodded once. Her lips pressed together hard. She stood.

She returned to the table. She checked the shelter roster again. She
wrote down who had asthma, who needed insulin, who had a baby
with afever. She moved her hand across the page until the shaking
inside her eased into purpose.

Her phone lay heavy in her pocket. She did not take it out again.
Not yet.

Pastor Whitaker crossed the room slowly, stopping to pull a
blanket higher on ateenage girl, to speak to a man sitting with his
head in his hands. When he reached the table, he stood beside
Rebecca without speaking for a moment.

“You are doing good work,” he said.

Rebecca kept writing. “I am doing needed work.”
“That also matters,” he said.

She paused. The pen hovered. “ Pastor.”

“Yes”

“Do you ever get tired,” she asked. The question came out flat, like
she was asking about the weather.

Pastor Whitaker looked at the room. His eyes held the cots, the
damp coats, the exhausted faces. “Yes,” he said. “I do. Then |
remember who holds the world when | sleep.”

Rebecca blinked. Her throat tightened again.

He spoke softly. “Y ou do not have to settle every fear tonight.”
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Rebecca looked down at the paper. The ink was dark where she
had pressed too hard. “I asked God what to do,” she said, almost
too quiet to hear herself. “1 do not know if He is answering.”

Pastor Whitaker's hand rested on the edge of the table, not
touching her. Not forcing comfort. “ Sometimes the answer is only
enough light for the next step,” he said. “Not for the whole road.”

Rebecca nodded, small. She picked up the pen again.
Pastor Whitaker moved on.

Rebecca worked until her eyes ached. The hall noise softened as
people finally fell asleep. Somewhere near the kitchen, a volunteer
set a pot down with a dull clank. The smell of soup lingered, thin
now.

Rebecca finished the last line on the sheet and set the pen down.
Her shoulders sagged. She turned off the lamp at the table and
stood in the dim.

She did not want to go back to the storage room. She did not want
to be alone with her memories again.

Near the side wall, a line of folding chairs sat empty. She chose
one and sat, back straight at first, then slowly letting herself lean
against the cinder block. Cold seeped through her shirt. It felt
honest.

She closed her eyes. She heard rain on the roof. She heard a child
cough once, then settle. She heard the generator, steady and
faithful.

Caleb’ s message stayed in her pocket like a stone.

Rebecca lifted one hand and pressed her knuckles against her
mouth. Her breath came slow. Quiet. She did not cry. She almost
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did.
“| stayed,” she whispered, barely sound.

She did not know yet what she would do with his return. She did
not know what it would ask of her. But she knew this, clear as the
rain’s patient tapping.

She could not stay the same.
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Chapter 9

Rain After the Wind

Rain kept falling through the morning. It did not crash down like it
had in the night. It came steady and cold, a thin curtain over the
broken town.

Rebecca stood inside the fellowship hall entry and listened. The
generator sat out back and held its low hum. It made the lights
inside flicker now and then, but they stayed on. The air smelled of
damp coats and coffee and bleach.

People lay on cots along the walls. Some sat up with blankets
around their shoulders, staring into space. A toddler shuffled
between two rows, dragging a stuffed rabbit by one ear. An older
woman murmured to him and held out a cup of water. Someone
near the kitchen sneezed. A man near the far corner laughed once,
then stopped asif hefelt guilty for it.

Rebecca pulled her hood down and shook off the rain. Her hair lay
flat against her head. She ran her hand down her deeves. The cold
had worked into her bones.

Hannah Whitaker stood by a folding table with a clipboard. She
moved with quiet speed, her pencil tapping the paper between
names. She looked up when Rebecca stepped closer.

“Areyou al right,” Hannah asked.
Rebeccanodded. “1 am fine.”

Hannah studied her face. She did not push. She looked toward the
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hallway. “Pastor Whitaker is in the office with the county man.
They are sorting shelter numbers and which homes need first
visits.”

Rebecca glanced toward the double doors and the dim hallway
beyond. “1 will check the kitchen.”

Hannah' s gaze softened. “Thank you.”

Rebecca walked into the kitchen. The overhead lights hummed.
Two coffee pots sat on the counter, both half full. A stack of foam
cups leaned sideways. A paper towel roll had gone soft at one edge
from damp hands.

Mrs. Alder stood at the sink, her gray hair pulled into alow knot.
She rinsed a pan with slow care, as if order would keep fear from
spreading.

Mrs. Alder looked over her shoulder. “Rebecca. Sleep any.”

“A little,” Rebecca said.

Mrs. Alder nodded once, like she expected that answer. “Pastor
Whitaker asked if you would check on the Briggs family later. The
tree went through their porch roof. The boys stayed here. Their
mother stayed with her sister.”

“l will go,” Rebecca said.

Mrs. Alder turned the water off. She wiped her hands on a dish
towel. “Eat something first.”

Rebecca did not argue. She poured herself coffee and leaned
against the counter. The mug warmed her palm. She took a sip and
let the bitterness wake her up.

In her mind she saw the school hallway again. Dark lockers. The
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way Caleb’s flashlight beam dlid over the doors. His voice in the
echoing quiet. | do not want silence anymore.

Her throat tightened. She swallowed and drank again.

The back door opened and a rush of damp air slid in. Men stepped
in with mud on their boots. One carried a plastic tote of extension
cords. Another carried a bundle of bottled water.

Caleb Foster followed them in.

He wore a rain jacket over his work shirt. Water clung to the
seams. His hair lay damp against his forehead. He looked tired, but
he stood straight. His eyes moved over the kitchen, then found
Rebecca.

He did not walk straight to her. He spoke first to the men.

“Set the cords by the wall. Keep them off the floor. Water will keep
creeping in.”
The men nodded and moved.

Caleb looked back to Rebecca. He stepped closer, sow. He
stopped afew feet away, like he did not want to crowd her.

“You made it through the night,” he said.

Rebecca held her mug. “ So did you.”

His eyes dropped to the mug and back to her face. “Coffee helps.”
“It does,” she said.

Silence settled for a moment. It felt different in the kitchen than it
had in the school. Here, people moved. Water ran. A spoon clinked
against a cup in the next room. Noise gave them cover.

Caleb cleared his throat. “Derek asked me to come by. We have a
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route list. We will start checking poles on the south road after
lunch. Before that, we have a few homes with downed service
drops. Pastor Whitaker asked if we would look at the Willis place.
They have amedical need.”

Rebecca nodded. “Mrs. Willis has oxygen.”
Caleb'sjaw tightened. “Then we do it first.”

He shifted his weight. His boots left wet prints on the tile. “How is
your house.”

The question hit Rebecca in a tender place. She heard wind again,
heard the strain in the roof and the rattle of the windows.

“Itis standing,” she said. “ The back fence is down. The shed door
tore off. It isamess.”

He watched her, hisface quiet. “1 am glad it is standing.”

Rebecca stared at the coffee surface. She saw the overhead light
shimmer on it.

“You left,” she said, low, before she meant to.

Caeb did not flinch. He looked at the floor, then back at her.
HY%"

Rebecca s fingers tightened around the mug. “Y ou asked about my
house.”

Caleb’s mouth pressed into aline. “1 asked because | care.”
Rebecca lifted her eyes. “ Care does not rebuild years.”
He held her gaze. “No. It does not.”

Mrs. Alder moved behind them with atray of bread. She set it on
the counter without looking at either of them. She dlid away again,
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giving them space without making a show of it.
Caleb lowered hisvoice. “| meant what | said last night.”

Rebecca breathed in. The kitchen smelled like yeast and damp
wool.

“1 do not know what to do with what you said,” she admitted.

“l do not either,” Caleb said. “I only know | am tired of running
fromit.”

Rebecca set her mug down. She pulled the lid off the bread tray
and tore a piece of bread. Her hands shook a little. She hated that
he could see it.

Caleb’ s eyes dropped to her hands, then lifted away asif he did not
want to embarrass her.

“l am going with Pastor Whitaker to check on the Briggs family
later,” she said, to have something firm to hold.

Caleb nodded. “1 will be on the south road. Thereis alot down.”
Rebecca chewed the bread. It tasted plain and good.

Caleb spoke again, softer. “If you go out, watch for low lines.
Some will look dead and still bite.”

Rebeccalooked at him. “I know.”
His eyes stayed steady. “| know you know. | still need to say it.”

Something in her eased and tightened at the same time. She looked
away first.

A child started crying in the hall. A woman murmured comfort.
Someone coughed. Life kept moving.

Caleb glanced toward the door. “We need to talk later.”
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Rebecca did not answer right away. She stared at the sink. At arag
draped over the faucet. At water spots on the counter.

“Later ishard,” she said.

Caleb's voice stayed calm. “1 will be here until the lines come
back. I will not disappear in the night.”

Rebecca looked at him again. *Y ou disappeared before.”
He took the words without defense. “Yes.”

The door opened again. Derek leaned in. He wore a hard hat under
his arm. His beard looked darker from rain.

“Foster,” Derek said. “Wehave a call. Tree down on County Nine.
Blocking access. The farmer has livestock trapped in a pen without
power fence. Heisworried.”

Caleb nodded. “ Give me two minutes.”

Derek’s eyes flicked to Rebecca, then away. He did not smile. He
looked like a man who had learned to mind his own business in
crisis.

Caleb turned back to Rebecca. “Eat. Rest when you can.”

Rebecca swallowed. “Y ou too.”

He hesitated, then stepped back. He moved past Derek and out into
the hall.

Rebecca stood still amoment longer. She listened to the hum of the
generator. It did not sound strong. It sounded stubborn.

Mrs. Alder came close again. She set a banana near Rebecca's
mug.

“You look pale,” Mrs. Alder said.
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Rebeccalet out abreath. “1 am tired.”
Mrs. Alder nodded. “ Tired makes the heart talk.”

Rebecca looked at her. Mrs. Alder’s eyes held years. She had
buried a husband. She had raised three children. She had stayed in
town through hard seasons. She knew more than she said.

Rebecca picked up the banana. “1 will be fine.”

Mrs. Alder did not argue. She only said, “Pastor Whitaker will
send someone with you when you go out. Roads are slick.”

Rebecca nodded.

She left the kitchen and walked back into the main hall. The cots
lined the walls like a row of quiet boats. Some people slept with
mouths open, hands on their chests. Others sat with phones held
up, searching for asignal, faces tight with frustration.

Pastor Whitaker stood near the office door. He spoke with a county
worker in ayellow vest. His shoulders looked heavy, but his voice
stayed even. He gave instructions, then thanked the man with a
hand on his arm. The county worker nodded and walked away.

Pastor Whitaker turned and saw Rebecca He smiled, small and
tired. “Rebecca.”

“Pastor,” she said.

He stepped toward her. “Did you rest.”

“Alittle.”

He nodded. “It will do.”

His eyes sharpened. “1 heard you went to the school last night.”
Rebecca stiffened. “Yes.”
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Pastor Whitaker did not ask why. He did not ask who with. He
only said, “Thank you for checking it. The district office called at
dawn. They asked for an update.”

Rebecca nodded. “ The roof held. Two rooms have water damage.
The gym is damp but safe. The hallway windows are intact.”

Pastor Whitaker’s face eased. “Good.”

He glanced toward the double doors, toward the rain beyond. “I
need to go with you to the Briggs place.”

Rebecca nodded again. “1 told Mrs. Alder | would.”

Pastor Whitaker’s eyes held hers. “Wewill leave in thirty minutes.
Eat first.”

Rebeccafelt his care like a blanket. She nodded and turned toward
the food tables.

Hannah moved among people, offering blankets, checking names,
writing down addresses. She looked up as Rebecca approached.

“Areyou going out,” Hannah asked.
“Yes. With Pastor Whitaker.”

Hannah's gaze flicked past Rebecca, toward the hall where Caleb
had gone. The look lasted one second. Then Hannah looked back at
Rebecca, face smooth.

“1 will keep acot for you,” Hannah said.

Rebecca s throat tightened. “Thank you.”

Hannah lowered her voice. “He spoke to my father last night.”
Rebecca s stomach turned. “About what.”

Hannah's voice stayed gentle. “About being here. About wanting
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to doright.”
Rebecca stared at her. “Pastor Whitaker does not take sides.”

Hannah nodded. “No. He does not. He prays. He listens. He
expects truth.”

Rebecca looked down at the tray of granola bars. She picked one
up and held it, wrapper crinkling.

Hannah touched her elbow, light. “Rebecca. There is no shame in
old pain.”

Rebecca looked back up. Hannah's eyes stayed kind, but firm.
Rebecca swallowed. “I need to go.”
Hannah nodded and stepped back.

Rebecca moved away, toward the doors, toward the rain and the
work. Her body felt heavy. Her mind felt full.

Outside, the rain cooled her face. The church yard looked torn up.
Branches lay scattered on the grass. A section of the white fence
had tipped over. Mud tracked from the lot to the steps.

She walked to her car. Her tires sat half sunk in the soft gravel. She
opened the door and climbed in. The inside smelled like damp and
old paper from school files she had carried in the week before.

Pastor Whitaker climbed into his truck a few spaces away. He
waved once, then pulled out slow.

Rebecca followed him down the road.

Maple Ridge looked bruised. Power lines sagged low in places. A
barn roof sat peeled back like alid. A mailbox leaned at an angle.
Someone had dragged branches into piles along the shoulders, but
more lay in the ditches.
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They drove past the school. The building sat dark, windows dull
under the gray sky. Water pooled near the entrance. The flag hung
limp on its pole.

Rebecca kept her eyes forward.

Pastor Whitaker turned onto a side road. The ruts held water.
Rebecca drove slow, hands tight on the whes!.

The Briggs house sat near the edge of afield. The porch roof had a
hole near the corner where a limb had punched through. A tarp
covered part of it, held down by boards and bricks. A child’'s
bicyclelay onitsside in the yard, half covered in wet leaves.

Pastor Whitaker parked and got out. Rebecca did the same. Cold
air rushed into her lungs. It smelled like wet dirt and split pine.

Mrs. Briggs stood in the doorway. Her hair stuck to her forehead.
Her eyeslooked red. She held her arms tight across her chest.

Pastor Whitaker walked up the path. “Laura.”

Her face crumpled at the sound of her name. She stepped forward
and gripped his hands.

“1 did not know whereto go,” she said, voice thin.
“You came here,” Pastor Whitaker said. “Y ou did well.”

Rebecca stayed a step back and watched. She saw fear in Laurd's
face. She saw a need she knew too well. A need for something
steady.

Pastor Whitaker looked at the porch roof. “Is anyone hurt.”

Laura shook her head. “No. The boys slept at my sister’s. | stayed
because | kept thinking it would stop. Then it did. Then | looked
around and felt like | could not breathe.”
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Pastor Whitaker nodded. “We will help.”
Rebecca stepped closer. “Do you have leaks inside.”
Laura nodded. “In the front room. The ceiling is wet.”

Rebecca looked at the yard. “Do you have a tarp inside. Plastic
bins. Anything.”

Laura gestured. “1 have atarp in the shed. The door tore off.”
Rebecca walked toward the shed. The door lay in the mud like a
fallen board. She pulled it aside and stepped into the dim space.

The air smelled like gasoline and grass seed. She found a folded
tarp and dragged it out.

Pastor Whitaker and Laura went inside. Rebecca followed with the
tarp.

The front room smelled like wet drywall. A corner of the ceiling
sagged. A drip fell into a bucket with a slow plink. Family photos
sat on a shelf, frames tilted from the shaking.

Laura stared at the ceiling like she expected it to fall on her head.

Pastor Whitaker spoke soft. “We will move furniture away from
the wet spots. Wewill place the tarp. Wewill ask the men to check
the roof when the rain eases.”

Laura slipstrembled. “There are so many houses.”
“Yes,” Pastor Whitaker said. “ There are. God sees each one.”

Rebecca spread the tarp under the drip and pulled a chair away
from the damp area. She worked with her hands because her heart
felt too full.

Laura sank onto the couch and covered her face. “1 keep thinking |
should have fixed that porch sooner.”
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Pastor Whitaker sat in the chair across from her. “Storms do not
ask permission.”

Laura shook her head. “| am afraid.”

Rebecca paused. She looked at Pastor Whitaker. He nodded at her,
aquiet invitation to stay.

Pastor Whitaker |eaned forward. “Laura, will you pray with us.”
Laura' s hands slid down from her face. She nodded, small.

Rebecca sat on the edge of a chair. The rain ticked on the windows.
Wind moved through the trees outside with a softer sound than
before, but it still carried force.

Pastor Whitaker bowed his head. “Lord, You are our refuge and
strength. You are a help in trouble. Hold this home. Hold this
mother. Give strength for what comes next. Provide hands and
supplies. Give peace in the middle of the mess. In Jesus name,
amen.”

“Amen,” Laurawhispered.
Rebecca echoed it. Her voice shook.

They stayed another hour. They moved boxes off the floor. They
carried wet rugs to the porch and draped them over the railing.
They checked the boys room and found it dry. Pastor Whitaker
made a list of needs. Roof repair. Insulation. Drywall. Food
delivery. A place for the boys to sleep when they returned.

Asthey worked, Laura' s shoulders lowered. Her breath steadied.

When they finished, Pastor Whitaker stood in the doorway. “1 will
send someone by with plastic sheeting. | will also ask Eli Brooks
to look at the roof line when heisfree.”
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Laura nodded and wiped her cheeks. “Thank you.”

Rebecca walked out into the rain again. She pulled her hood up.
Her hands felt numb.

Pastor Whitaker waited by his truck. He did not rush. He watched
the road as if he listened to the town itself.

Rebecca climbed into her car and sat with the engine off. She
watched him through the rain-specked windshield. He looked older
in thislight. His gray hair lay flat. His shoulders held the weight of
too many stories.

He opened her door a crack and leaned in, careful. “Rebecca.”
She looked up. “Yes.”

His eyes stayed gentle. “You do not have to hold everything
alone.”

Rebecca stared at the steering wheel. “I know.”

“You do,” he said, quiet. “You do. | have watched you do it for
years.”

Her throat tightened. “People needed me.”

“Yes,” Pastor Whitaker said. “People need you. God aso guards
you.”

Rebecca s eyes burned. She blinked hard.

Pastor Whitaker kept his voice low. “Caleb Foster works hard. He
serves well. He also carries regret.”

Rebecca' s chest tightened. “ Pastor.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded once. “I will not tell you what to do. | will
tell you what | see. Youcarry hurt you never named out loud. It sits

152



in your body. It sits in your tone. It sits behind your work. The
storm tore boards and lines down. It also tore open old rooms in
people.”

Rebecca stared through the windshield at the muddy road.

Pastor Whitaker continued, “Scripture says, When you pass
through the waters, | will be with you. It does not say you will
avoid the waters.”

Rebecca swallowed. “1 do not want to talk about him.”

Pastor Whitaker did not push. He only said, “Then do not talk.
Pray. Tell God the truth. God already knows.”

Rebecca nodded, small.

Pastor Whitaker stepped back and shut her door. He walked to his
truck and climbed in.

Rebecca started her car and followed him back toward town.

On the way, they passed a downed oak tree sprawled across a field
fence. Someone had cut part of it away, but the trunk still lay
heavy. Wire hung loose. The fence leaned like it had given up.

Rebecca thought of Caleb’'s words. | will not disappear in the
night.

The rain thinned for a few minutes, then returned. It tapped the
windshield in a steady beat.

When they reached the church, more vehicles filled the lot. A
county van sat near the steps. Two men in rubber boots carried
boxesinside. A woman in ared raincoat handed out paper bags.

Rebecca parked and got out. Mud pulled at her shoes. She walked
toward the doors and saw Caleb across the lot.
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He stood near a utility trailer with Derek and two other crewmen.
He held a map board. He pointed with a gloved finger. The men
nodded, their faces set. Water ran off the brim of Caleb’s hard hat.
His posture looked firm, like he held the work upright.

Caleb lifted his head and saw Rebecca.

For a moment he did not move. He did not wave. He only watched
her. His eyes held something quiet. Something careful.

Rebecca slowed. Her heart beat hard.

Pastor Whitaker passed between them, walking into the building
with a box under his arm. He nodded to Caeb as he went. Caleb
nodded back.

Rebecca stood at the edge of the steps. Rain touched her cheeks.
Her hands hung at her sides. She felt exposed in the open lot.

Caleb spoke to Derek, then handed him the board. He walked
toward her.

He stopped afew feet away again. “Y ou went out.”
“Yes,” Rebeccasaid.

His eyes moved over her wet sleeves and muddy shoes. “You are
cold.”

“| am fine.”

Caleb looked past her shoulder to the doors. “Areyou staying here
tonight.”

Rebecca hesitated. “1 do not know. My house is standing.”
Caleb nodded. “ Standing does not mean safe.”
Rebecca held his gaze. *Y ou speak like you know my house.”
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His face tightened. “1 knew it once.”
Silence settled. Rainfilled it.

Caleb lowered hisvoice. “I will be out on County Nine for awhile.
After that, | will check in at the church. If you need help with your
fence or shed door, tell me.”

Rebecca' s stomach turned. The thought of him in her yard felt too
close. Too personal. Too late.

“1 will manage,” she said.
Caleb nodded, slow. “Y ou always do.”
The words held no praise. They held grief.

Rebecca looked away. She stared at a puddle near the steps where
water rippled from the rain.

Caleb’ s voice came again, low. “I do not want to argue with you in
therain.”

Rebecca lifted her eyes. “ Then do not.”

His jaw worked. He looked tired. He looked like he had dlept in a
truck seat and woken with the same thoughts he had tried to bury
for years.

Caleb spoke soft. “1 will leave you aoneif you want.”

Rebecca s throat tightened. She forced the words out. “You did
before.”

Caleb flinched this time. It showed in his eyes. He nodded once,
accepting the strike.

“Yes” hesad. “l did.”
Rebeccafelt her breath shake. She did not want to cry in the church
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yard where people walked in and out. She did not want Hannah to
see. She did not want the town to see.

She stepped up onto the porch. “People are watching.”

Caleb followed one step, then stopped at the bottom. He looked at
thelot, then back at her.

“They will watch no matter what,” he said.
Rebecca held the porch rail. The paint felt rough under her palm.

Caleb’' s voice softened. “I will do what | came to do. | will restore
power. | will help where | can. | will not ask you to carry my
regret. | only need you to know | am sorry.”

Rebecca stared at him. The apology landed heavy. It did not fix
anything. It still mattered.

She swallowed. “ Sorry does not bring back time.”
“No,” Caleb said. “It does not.”
Rebecca' s eyes stung. She blinked hard.

A door opened behind her. Hannah stepped out with a stack of
towels. She paused when she saw them. Her face stayed cam. She
said nothing.

Rebeccafelt heat rise in her cheeks.

Caleb looked down. He stepped back from the steps. “I need to
go.”

Hannah shifted her towels. “Drive safe,” she said to Caleb, her
voice even.

Caleb nodded to her. He looked at Rebecca one more time. His
eyes held steady. Then he turned and walked back through the rain
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toward his crew.

Rebecca stood on the porch and watched him go.
Hannah moved beside her and held out atowel. “Here.”
Rebeccatook it. “ Thank you.”

Hannah did not look at her. She looked out at the lot, at the trucks,
at the men moving with purpose. “ Town storms bring people out.
They also bring old things up.”

Rebecca held the towel to her face and dried the rain from her
cheeks. Her hands shook again.

“1 do not want old things,” Rebecca said.
Hannah nodded. “No one wants pain. Pain comes anyway.”
Rebecca lowered the towel. “How do you do it. Keep steady.”

Hannah's mouth tightened, then softened. “Prayer. Work. People
who tell the truth when | do not want it.”

Rebeccalooked at her. “Like your father.”
“Yes,” Hannah said.

They stood in the rain for a moment longer. Wind moved the trees
along the church yard. A branch creaked. Someone inside the hall
laughed again, quiet, then stopped.

Hannah shifted the towels. “Come inside. Thereis soup.”

Rebecca nodded. She followed Hannah back into the warmth and
noise.

Inside, the fellowship hall felt crowded now. More families had
arrived from the outer roads. A man carried a baby with a purple
blanket. A teen boy held a box fan like it mattered even without
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power. A woman near the corner prayed with her hand on another
woman’ s shoulder.

Rebeccamoved toward the food tables. She filled a bowl with soup
and sat at a small round table near the wall. Steam rose in front of
her face. It smelled like chicken broth and onions.

She ate slow. The warmth spread through her chest.

Her phone buzzed once. No service. The screen showed one bar
and then none again. She set it down and kept eating.

Across the hall, Pastor Whitaker stood with a group of men. Eli
Brooks leaned against the wall nearby, arms crossed, listening. His
face looked cam, but his eyes stayed sharp. He nodded once as
Pastor Whitaker spoke, then pushed off the wall and walked
toward the door, ready to do the next task.

Rebecca watched him go and felt a quiet gratitude for men like
him. Men who stayed. Men who worked without needing to be
Sseen.

Then she thought of Caleb. He had left. He had come back. He
worked without rest. He looked at her like he carried something he
did not know where to set down.

Rebecca took another spoonful. Her hand steadied.

Later in the afternoon the rain eased for short stretches. The sky
stayed low and gray, but the drops thinned. People went out in
small groups to check homes, to drag branches, to cover broken
windows with plastic.

Rebecca helped Hannah sort donated clothes. They folded
sweatshirts on atable and lined shoes under it. The church smelled
like damp cotton and soup. Someone started a load of laundry in
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the back room where the church kept an old washer for mission
trips.

A little boy came to the table with no socks. Rebecca knelt and
helped him put a pair on. His feet felt cold in her hands.

“Thank you,” he said, voice shy.
Rebecca smiled. “Y ou are welcome.”
He ran back to his mother.

Rebecca stood and turned to reach for another sweatshirt. Her
shoulder brushed another shoulder. She looked up.

Caleb stood there.

He had come in quiet. His rain jacket had dried in patches. Mud
streaked his boots. His hard hat hung at his side now. His face
looked drawn.

Hannah stood on the other side of the table and paused. Her eyes
went from Caleb to Rebecca. She took a breath.

“| need to check the back room,” Hannah said. She lifted a stack of
towels and walked away, giving them space without making it
obvious.

Rebecca' s stomach tightened. “Y ou are supposed to be out.”

Caleb’s voice stayed low. “Wehad a break. The road crew cleared
the tree. We will go back out before dark.”

Rebecca nodded and kept her hands on the table edge. “What do
you need.”

Caleb’s eyes held hers. “1 needed to seeif you were al right.”

“1 am working,” Rebecca said.
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He nodded. “I see.”

Silence pressed between them again. The hall noise wrapped
around it. A baby cooed. Someone called aname. A chair scraped.

Caleb shifted closer, ill careful. “Derek told me you went with
Pastor Whitaker to the Briggs place.”

“Yes,” Rebeccasaid.
He nodded. “ Thank you.”
Rebecca stared at him. “Why do you thank me.”

“Because you do things no one sees,” Caleb said. His voice held
weight. “Y ou always did.”

Rebecca’ s throat tightened. She looked away first.

Caleb continued, quiet. “1 did not come here to fix what | broke
with an apology. | know it takes more than words. It takes time. It
takes showing up.”

Rebecca' s hands curled around the table edge. “You do not have
time. You said you go where the work sends you.”

Caleb’ s eyes did not leave her face. “Yes.”
“Then why do you talk like you will stay,” Rebecca asked.

He breathed in slow. “Because | do not know what | will do after
thisjob. | have known what | do for along time. | have not known
where | belong.”

Rebecca' s chest tightened. “Maple Ridge was never enough for
you.”

Caleb's face tightened at the old accusation. He did not raise his
voice. “Maple Ridge was enough. | was not brave enough to stay
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and face what | had done.”
Rebecca stared at him, stunned by the blunt truth.

Caleb’ s voice dropped even lower. “1 hurt you. | hurt your family. |
hurt my own. | left because | thought leaving would keep the
damage contained. It spread anyway.”

Rebecca' s eyes stung. She blinked hard. “Y oudo not know what it
did.”

Caleb’'sjaw clenched. “Then tell me.”

Rebecca shook her head once. “No.”

Caleb held still. He did not push. He only nodded, slow.

“1 will wait,” he said.

Rebecca felt her breath shake. “Waiting does not change the past.”
“No,” Caleb said. “Waiting changes what | do with it.”

A man called for Caleb from the door. “ Foster. Derek needs you.”

Caleb glanced over his shoulder, then back at Rebecca. “1 have to
go.”

Rebecca nodded. She could not find words.

Caleb hesitated, then spoke with quiet firmness. “1 will come back
before night check-in. Pastor Whitaker asked me to give him an

update on the south feeder. If you have time, | would like to talk.
Here. In the open. Where you feel safe.”

Rebecca swallowed. She looked at the table. At the folded shirts.
At the church around them. At people walking by with tired faces
and wet hair.

She looked back at Caeb. “We will see.”
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He accepted it with anod. He turned and walked toward the door.

Rebecca watched him go again. She hated how familiar it felt.
Watching his back as he left.

She drew a slow breath. She folded another sweatshirt with hands
that wanted to shake.

Rain started again, light at first, then steady.

By evening, the fellowship hal lights flickered twice. The
generator held. It sounded rougher now, like it strained under the
load.

Rebecca sat in a folding chair near the front with alist of families
and their needs. She checked off names as people came back from
house visits. Pastor Whitaker moved through the room with calm
focus. He stopped to speak to each person with a hand on a
shoulder, aquiet word, a brief prayer.

A sense of rhythm returned. Food. Blankets. A place to sleep. A
plan for the morning.

Outside, trucks came and went through puddles. Mud sprayed
under tires.

Rebecca heard boots on the steps. A familiar voice in the hall.

Caleb entered with Derek. Both men looked worn. Caleb carried a
folder under hisarm. Derek carried a clipboard and a flashlight.

They walked to Pastor Whitaker. Caleb spoke low, pointing at a
map page. Pastor Whitaker listened, nodding, eyes intent.

Rebecca looked down at her list, but her mind stayed on them.

Pastor Whitaker said something and clapped Caleb’s shoulder
once. Caleb nodded, then turned and walked toward the back wall
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where the coffee sat.

Rebecca told herself to keep working. She checked off another
name.

When she looked up again, Caleb stood near the coffee table,
alone. His eyes found hers across the room.

He did not wave. He did not move toward her. He waited.

Rebecca' s heart beat hard. She stood, slow, and handed her list to
Hannah, who had returned to the front.

“1 will be back,” Rebecca said.
Hannah took the list without comment. She only gave a small nod.

Rebecca walked across the hall. Each step felt heavy. She stopped
near Caleb, close enough to speak without raising her voice.

Caleb' s gaze stayed steady. “ Thank you.”
“For what,” Rebecca asked.
“For coming over,” he said.

Rebeccalooked at the coffee, at the steam rising from the pot. She
did not take a cup. “Y ou wanted to talk.”

Caeb nodded. “Yes.”

He glanced toward a side hallway leading to a small classroom the
church used for adult study. The door stood open. Light spilled out
onto the floor.

“Will you sit with me for afew minutes,” he asked.

Rebecca hesitated. She looked around. People filled the hall. No
one stared. No one seemed to care where she went, as long as she
stayed near.
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She nodded once. “ A few minutes.”

Caleb walked ahead, slow, keeping his pace with hers. He did not
reach for her hand. He did not touch her elbow. He kept space.

They stepped into the small room. A folding table sat against the
wall. Stacks of old Bible study books filled a shelf. A dry erase
board leaned in the corner. A lamp sat on a side table, plugged into
an extension cord running under the door to the generator power
strip.

The room smelled like paper and old coffee.

Caleb pulled out a chair for her. He waited until she sat. Then he
took the chair across from her.

He set the folder on hislap and did not open it.

For a moment, he only looked at his hands. His fingers held faint
grease marks near the nails. His knuckles |ooked rough.

He lifted his eyes to her. “I want to say this clear. | am sorry for
leaving the way | did. | am sorry for the silence. | am sorry for
letting you carry the end of it alone.”

Rebecca sat still. She felt the words in her chest like aweight.
“You do not know what | carried,” she said.

Caleb nodded. “No. | do not. | only know what | chose. | chose
distance over facing you. | chose work over making things right.”

Rebecca s voice came out sharp. “Y ou chose yourself.”
Caleb flinched, but he nodded. “Yes.”

Rebecca stared at him. She had waited years for him to admit it.
Now the admission did not feel like victory. It felt like grief.
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Caeb's voice stayed steady. “Tell me what you need from me
now.”

Rebecca swallowed. Her mouth felt dry. “I needed you to stay
then.”

Caleb’ sface tightened. Pain moved over it, quick. “I know.”

Rebecca pressed her palms to her knees. “My mother asked about
you for months. She asked if you called. She asked if you wrote.
She kept saying you would come by when work slowed down.”

Caleb’'s eyes dropped.

Rebecca kept going. “She got sick. It happened fast. She asked me
one day if | had heard from you. I lied. | told her you sent a note. |
did not want her to worry. | did not want her to think people left
us.”

Caleb’ sthroat moved. He did not speak.

Rebecca' s eyes burned. “She died thinking you cared enough to
write.”

Caleb's face went till. His eyes shone. He held his breath for a
moment, then let it out slow, like he tried not to break.

“1 did not know,” he said, voice rough.
“You did not ask,” Rebecca said.
Caleb nodded again, the motion small. “You are right.”

Rebecca wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. She hated the
tears. She hated how they made her feel young again.

Caleb leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. He kept
his voice low. “I heard your mother passed. | heard it late.
Someone told me at ajob site. | stood there with my gloves on and
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| could not move.”
Rebecca stared at him. “And you still did not call.”

Caleb shut his eyes for a brief moment. He opened them again and
looked at her. “1 thought you would not want to hear my voice. |
thought you would hang up. | thought | would make it worse.”

Rebecca’ s laugh came out bitter. “Y ou thought.”
Caleb took it. He did not argue.

Rebecca' s shoulders shook once. She steadied herself. “You left
and you left a hole. Then | had to fill it with work. With school.
With helping my father. With keeping my brother out of trouble.
With paying bills. With doing all the things you did not see
because you were gone.”

Caleb's eyes stayed on her face. He did not look away.

Rebecca swallowed. “And now you come back with a storm and
you say you aretired of silence.”

Caleb nodded. “Yes.”
Rebecca' s voice dropped. “It feels cruel.”
Caleb’ s breath shook. “1 understand.”

Rebecca stared at him. She wanted to tell him to leave. She wanted
to tell him he had no right to step back into her life now.

She also wanted to sit in the truth with him until it did not hurt so
sharp.

Caleb spoke again, quiet. “I do not ask you to forgive me tonight.”
Rebecca’ s voice came out small. “Then what do you want.”

Caleb’'s eyes held hers. “I want to do right now. Even if you never
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give me more than peace. | want to serve this town and serve you
with clean hands.”

Rebeccalooked at his hands again. Rough. Marked. Real.

She drew a dow breath. “Clean hands do not erase what
happened.”

“No,” Caleb said. “They only show what happens next.”

Outside the room, someone called Pastor Whitaker. The hall noise
swelled and fell. A child laughed, then coughed.

Rebecca sat back in her chair. Her body felt weak from speaking.
Caleb watched her, his face open, no mask.
Rebecca whispered, “I do not know if | trust you.”

Caleb nodded once. “Then | will not ask for trust. | will earn what |

Rebecca s throat tightened again. She looked down at her lap.

After along moment she said, “When you left, | told myself it did
not matter. | told myself | did not need you. | told myself love was
not for me. | told myself | had too much to do.”

Caleb’ s eyes did not move.
Rebecca s voice shook. “I believed it. For awhile.”

Caleb's face softened, but he did not reach for her. He stayed till,
like he respected the space her pain needed.

Rebecca drew another breath. “Then | got older and | kept doing
what needed doing. The ache did not leave. It only went quiet.”

Caleb’svoice turned hoarse. “1 am sorry.”

Rebecca looked up. “Say it once. Then stop saying it like it fixes
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anything.”
Caleb nodded. “All right.”

Silence came again. This silence felt different. It held truth in it. It
held the past in plain sight. It did not hide.

A knock sounded at the door. Hannah leaned in. “ Rebecca. Pastor
Whitaker needs you at the front table.”

Rebecca blinked and cleared her throat. “1 will come.”

Hannah's gaze flicked to Caleb, then back. She nodded and
stepped away.
Rebecca stood. Her legs felt stiff.

Caleb stood too. He kept his hands at his sides. “Thank you for
telling me.”

Rebeccalooked at him. “Do not waste it.”
“I will not,” Caleb said.

They walked out into the hall together. People moved around them,
carrying blankets, carrying cups, carrying tired bodies.

Rebecca returned to the front table. She took her place and picked
up her list again. Her hands still shook, but she wrote names down
anyway.

Across the room, Caleb stood near the door with Derek. He pulled

his hard hat on again. He listened to instructions. He nodded and
stepped into therain.

Rebecca watched him leave through the glass for one moment,
then forced her eyes back to the paper.

Outside, the rain kept falling after the wind, steady and cold, as
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Maple Ridge kept breathing through the work of one more night.
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Chapter 10

The Generator Light

Rain tapped the fellowship hall windows in athin, steady way. The
generator out back held its low hum. The lights inside did not shine
bright. They pooled in corners and left soft shadows on the cinder
block walls.

Rebecca kept her place at the front table. She held her pen between
two fingers and tried to keep her hand steady. The paper in front of
her had damp edges from too many hands and too much air moved
through open doors.

Pastor Whitaker stood a few feet away, his shoulders rounded from
the long day. He spoke in a low voice to Mrs. Alder and the fire
chief. He pointed to a map spread on a second table. The map had
smudged lines where water had touched it. He listened more than
he spoke. When he did speak, he chose each word like it mattered.

Hannah Whitaker moved through the room with a box of
flashlights. She handed one to a young mother, then another to an
older man whose hands shook. Eli Brooks stood by the coffee
table, pouring from a big metal urn into paper cups. He did not
waste motion. He filled, passed, wiped a spill with a cloth, then
filled again.

The fellowship hall smelled like wet coats, coffee, and the faint
bite of the generator exhaust that dlipped in every time the back
door opened.
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Rebecca wrote another name. She matched it to a cot number. She
nodded to a volunteer at her elbow and pointed down the hal
toward the classroom wing.

“Room three,” she said. “Two cots left. Put them near the wall.
Mrs. Haines needs space for her oxygen tank.”

The volunteer nodded and | eft.

Rebecca glanced at the glass doors. Rain blurred the dark beyond.
She saw movement in the parking lot, then the shape of a hard hat
under the floodlight. Caleb moved with Derek toward a white crew
truck. They paused at the tailgate. Derek spoke and pointed down
the road. Caleb listened. He turned his head toward the building for
abrief moment.

Rebecca looked down fast. Her chest tightened anyway.

Pastor Whitaker came over. He rested a hand on the edge of the
table. His eyes held tired kindness.

“Rebecca,” he said.
“Y es, Pastor Whitaker.”

He lowered his voice. “Wehave two more families coming in from
the river road. Their place flooded when the culvert failed. Wewill
need room and blankets.”

“I will shift the singles,” Rebecca said. “1 will open the youth
room.”

“1 will have Eli bring cots,” Pastor Whitaker said. “ Thank you.”

Rebecca nodded. She wanted to ask him how he still spoke so
calm, how he still looked steady when the town felt cracked open.
She did not ask. She did not have room for it.
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Pastor Whitaker turned to go, then paused. “1 heard you and Caleb
spoke.”

Rebecca s throat went tight again. “We did.”

Pastor Whitaker watched her face. He did not press. He did not
soften his gaze into pity. He held her like a person who stood in her
own life with both feet.

“Keep your heart opento the Lord,” he said.
Rebeccalooked down at her list. “I am trying.”
“1 know,” he said. He walked away.

Rebecca breathed out slow. She wrote another name. The pen
scratched the paper. It felt like a small sound in aloud night.

The front doors opened and a gust of damp air rushed in. A man
hurried through carrying achild in a blanket. The child’s hair clung
to her forehead in wet curls. The man’s shirt stuck to his shoulders.

“Table,” Hannah called, guiding him.

Rebecca rose and stepped forward. “Name.”

“Kevin Daley,” the man said. His voice shook. “Thisis Emma.”
Rebecca nodded. “ Any injuries.”

“No,” Kevin said. “Cold. Scared.”

Rebecca wrote fast. “We will put you in room five. It is quieter.”
Kevin's eyeslooked red. “ Thank you.”

Rebecca motioned to a volunteer. “Take them. Hot soup is on the
sidetable. Sit them near the wall heater.”

The volunteer led them away.
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Rebecca sat again. Her knees ached. Her shoulders felt stiff. She
leaned forward and pressed her fingertips to her temple for one
second. The motion did not help. The ache sat deeper than her
muscles.

She lifted her head when she heard Derek’ s voice in the entry.
“Rebecca,” he called, loud enough to reach her.

She looked up. Derek stood with rain dripping from his jacket. His
hard hat sat low. Caleb stood behind him in the shadow of the door
frame. His face looked gray in the weak light. Rain shone on his
jaw.

Derek pushed the door closed with his heel. “Foster needs a local
point of contact for the north side. Weare going to run aline check
along Orchard Lane. Folks out there do not have power and they
have trees down. We need to know who has medical equipment
and who has livestock in danger.”

Rebecca stood. “1 can go.”
Derek blinked like he did not expect it.
Caleb’ s eyesfixed on her. He did not move.

Hannah stepped closer, her box of flashlights held tight to her
chest. “Rebecca, it isdark. It isstill raining.”

Rebecca held her chin level. “1 know where the houses are. | know
who livesthere. | can tell them where shelter isand | can tell Caleb
where he needsto go first.”

Hannah looked between Rebecca and Caleb. She kept her voice
gentle. “Rebecca has been on her feet since before daylight.”

Rebecca set her pen down. “1 will put on acoat. | will be quick.”
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Derek scratched his jaw. “We have crew with us. But local
knowledge helps.”

Caleb spoke then. His voice came low. “ She does not need to go.”

Rebecca turned her head toward him. “Y ou asked for a local point
of contact.”

Caleb’ s eyes held her. “I did. | did not ask for you. Derek can ride
with me. We can stop and knock. We can make calls.”

Rebecca s mouth went thin. “Phones do not work well. Cell towers
are out. Youdo not know whose driveway floods. Y oudo not know
who has a dog loose because the fence came down. You do not
know Mrs. Greer cannot hear well and will not answer a knock
unless she sees aface.”

Caeb's jaw tightened. He looked past her shoulder to the busy
room, to the families huddled on cots and chairs. His gaze came
back to her.

“1 do not want you out in it,” he said.

The words hit harder than Rebecca expected. She felt it in her ribs.
She steadied herself on anger, because anger felt safer than the
other thing.

“Itismy town,” she said. “It is my job too. People know me.”

Derek cleared his throat. “I can take a list from her and we can
handleit.”

Rebecca shook her head. “It isfaster if | come.”

Hannah stepped in again, her voice soft. “Rebecca, you do not have
to prove anything tonight.”

Rebecca turned toward Hannah. “1 am not proving. | am serving.”
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Hannah's eyes held hers. “Then let someone serve you for one
hour.”

Rebecca swallowed. Her hands tingled. She hated the weakness in
her body. She hated the way her voice had trembled earlier with
Caleb, and she hated that he had seen it.

Pastor Whitaker walked up, his boots leaving small wet prints on
thetile. He looked at the three of them, then at Derek.

“What is needed,” he asked.
Derek explained again, shorter thistime.

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Orchard Lane holds older homes. Some
of those people will not leave unless someone they trust speaks
plain.”

His gaze settled on Rebecca. “Rebecca knows them. She knows
their fears. She also knows her limits.”

Rebecca held his gaze. She did not want him to tell her no. She did
not want him to tell her yes either. Both felt like something she
could not carry.

Pastor Whitaker looked at Caleb. “Caleb, you will keep her safe.”

Caleb’' s face did not change much. But his eyes shifted. He looked
like aman asked to hold something sacred.

“Yes,” hesad.
Rebecca drew abreath. “1 will go.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded once. “Take one hour. Return. Eat
something. Then sleep if you can.”

Rebecca turned toward the coat rack near the side hallway. Her
boots felt heavy. She grabbed her raincoat and pulled it on. She
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found a knit cap in the lost and found basket and tugged it over her
hair. She took aflashlight from the box Hannah carried.

Hannah touched her arm. “Call out if you need help. Do not push
past your strength.”

Rebecca met Hannah' s eyes. “ Thank you.”

Hannah's gaze flicked past Rebecca to Caleb. Her expression
shifted into something watchful. She did not speak again.

Rebecca walked to the doors. Derek stepped aside. Caleb opened
the door for her.

Cold rain hit her face at once. The air smelled like broken pine and
wet soil. The generator’s hum felt louder outside, like a living
thing in the dark.

They hurried to the truck. Derek climbed into the back seat.
Rebecca climbed in front on the passenger side. The seat felt damp
from Caleb’'s jacket. She wiped it with her sleeve and buckled her
seat belt.

Caleb climbed into the driver’'s seat. He shut the door. The cab
went quiet except for the wipers and the rain on the roof.

Derek leaned forward between the seats. “Wewill do afast sweep.
Foster, we have one bucket truck behind us. Wewill radio dispatch
if wefind aliveline.”

Caleb nodded. “We stay off downed lines. We do not step in
standing water near poles.”

Rebecca stared out the windshield. The generator light behind them
threw a pale circle over the parking lot. Beyond it, the road
disappeared into wet black.
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Caleb eased the truck forward. Gravel crunched. Water hissed
under the tires. The building’'s warm windows slid away behind
them.

The town at night felt like another place. The streetlights stayed
dark. Porch lights stayed dark. Only a few homes had small
lanterns in windows. The rain made every surface shine.

They passed the church steeple. It stood pale against the low cloud
cover. The cross at the top caught the light from the truck
headlights for one second, then slipped back into shadow.

Rebecca’s throat tightened. She watched the steeple until it
disappeared behind trees. She remembered Easter mornings, choir
songs, Caleb in a suit that did not fit right, his hair combed back
and his eyes on her. She pushed the memory down.

Caleb turned onto the two lane road toward the orchard. Mud lined
the edges where tires had cut through. Branches lay scattered like
dropped arms. A fence leaned toward the ditch.

Derek spoke again. “Orchard Lane starts after the old feed store.”
Caleb nodded.

Rebecca listened to the wipers. She counted their strokes without
meaning to. Her body stayed tense. The truck cab held Caeb’'s
scent, clean soap and rain and something like metal from work. It
brought back a hundred small moments from years ago, standing
close on the bleachers, his jacket around her shoulders after a
game. She clenched her hands in her lap.

They passed the feed store. The sign hung crooked. A sheet of tin
flapped against the side of the building with each gust. The sound
cut through therain.
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Caleb slowed at the turn. The lane held ruts full of water. The
orchard trees on both sides looked bent and torn. Some lay on their
sides with roots up. Leaves plastered the road.

Rebecca raised her flashlight and aimed it out the window. The
beam caught afallen limb, then a sagging wire. Her heart kicked.

“There,” she said. “Line across the ditch.”
Caleb slowed to a crawl. He kept the truck centered.
Derek leaned forward. “1 seeit. It looks like cable. Not primary.”

Caleb kept his voice steady. “We mark it and keep moving. We do
not touch it.”

He reached for the radio mic. “Dispatch, this is Foster. We have a
down line on Orchard Lane near the first bend. Looks like cable
line, low hazard, but mark it for follow up.”

Static answered, then avoice. “ Copy, Foster. Logged.”
They rolled on.

The first house sat back from the road behind a stand of maples.
The yard looked torn up. A trampoline lay on its side like a dead
insect. A shed door hung open.

Rebecca pointed. “That is the Greers.”

Caleb pulled into the driveway. The truck headlights lit a yard
scattered with branches. The porch sat dark. Rain ran off the gutter
in a steady sheet.

Rebecca unbuckled. Caleb caught her movement.
“Stay in the truck,” he said.
“1 need to speak to her,” Rebeccasaid.
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Caleb’ s hands tightened on the wheel. “ Rebecca.”
Derek spoke from the back seat. “I will go with her.”
Rebecca looked back. “Fine.”

Caleb cut his eyes toward Derek, then back to Rebecca. “Y ou stay
close. You do not step off the path.”

Rebecca grabbed the flashlight and opened the door. Rain hit her
again. Cold soaked her sleeves. She stepped onto gravel. Derek
followed.

They waked up the porch steps. The wood felt slick under her
boots. Rebecca knocked on the door, hard enough to be heard.

No answer.
She knocked again. “Mrs. Greer. It is Rebecca Morgan.”

A shuffle came from inside. A small light appeared behind the
curtain, then aface. The curtain moved. The door cracked open.

Mrs. Greer peered out. Her hair stood up in awild gray cloud. She
held alantern in one hand.

“Rebecca,” she said, breathy. “What is going on out here.”

Rebecca leaned close so her voice could carry over the rain.
“Power crews are checking the lines. Are you al right. Do you
have heat.”

Mrs. Greer shook her head. “No heat. | have blankets. | have my
pills.”

“Do you need oxygen,” Rebecca asked.
“No,” Mrs. Greer said. “My husband passed. It isonly me.”
Rebecca' s chest tightened. She remembered the funeral last year.
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She remembered Caleb at the back of the church then, in town for
one day, standing quiet in a dark suit. She had not spoken to him.
She had watched him leave.

Rebecca pushed the thought away and kept her eyes on Mrs. Greer.

“We have shelter at the church,” Rebecca said. “Warm soup and
cots. Y ou can ride there now if you want.”

Mrs. Greer glanced past Rebecca into the rain. The crew truck
lights shone at the end of the driveway. “I do not want to leave my
house.”

Rebecca nodded. “Then stay. But if you get cold or scared, go.
Pastor Whitaker isthere. Hannah Whitaker is there.”

Mrs. Greer' s face softened. “Hannah is there.”
“Yes,” Rebeccasaid. “Eli Brookstoo.”
Mrs. Greer nodded. “All right. | will come if it getsworse.”

Rebecca lifted her flashlight. “Your yard is amess. Thereis aline
down near the road. Stay away from it.”

Mrs. Greer’s eyes widened. “Lord help us.”

Rebecca held her gaze. “The Lord is near. He will hold you. If you
need help, knock on the Petersons. They have a generator. They
will hear you.”

Mrs. Greer nodded again. “Thank you.”
Rebecca stepped back. Mrs. Greer shut the door.
Derek exhaled. “One down.”

Rebecca turned back toward the truck. Caleb had his window
down. Rain blew in. His face looked tense.
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“She is fine,” Rebecca called. “No medical equipment. She will
gay.”
Caleb nodded once.

They moved to the next house. It stood closer to the road. A large
oak had fallen across the front yard, its limbs stretched toward the
porch. The porch roof sagged where a limb had struck. The
windows stayed dark.

Rebecca s stomach dropped. “ That is the Daltons.”

Caleb pulled to the shoulder. He kept the truck headlights on the
house. “Is anyone home.”

Rebecca shook her head. “ They were visiting their daughter out of
state. They left last week.”

Derek whistled low. “They will come back to this.”

Rebecca stared at the roofline. Rain ran down the broken edge in
sheets. She saw the front door move a little in the wind. No light.
No sound.

Caleb shifted in his seat. “Wereport it. Property damage.”

He spoke into the radio. “Dispatch, thisis Foster. Mgjor tree fall at
Daton residence on Orchard Lane. House damaged, appears
vacant. Mark for assessment.”

Static. “Copy.”
They drove on.

They stopped at five more homes. Rebecca knocked on doors and
called names through screens. She spoke to people she had known
for years. The Millers, who had a generator but no fuel. The
Sandersons, whose barn door had blown off and whose horses
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stood nervous in a pen. A young couple, new to the lane, who had
no idea where the church was. Rebecca gave directions and
watched their faces ease when she promised warm light.

Each stop cut alittle more strength from her. Her wet clothes clung
to her skin. Her boots filled with cold water. Her fingers went
numb around the flashlight.

Caleb stayed near. He did not crowd her. He moved when she
needed him to lift a branch out of the path. He put his hand out
once when she stepped over aditch. He did not grab. He waited for
her choice. She took his hand for a second. His grip felt solid. She
let go fast.

They finished the last house at the far end of Orchard Lane. A
small trailer sat tucked behind the last row of orchard trees. A light
glowed inside. Someone had battery lanterns set in the windows
like small moons.

Rebecca knocked. A man opened the door. He wore a robe and
held a shotgun. His eyes narrowed.

“Whoisit,” he snapped.

Rebecca raised both hands. “It is Rebecca Morgan. From the
school.”

The man blinked and lowered the gun alittle. “ Rebecca. Sorry.”

“It isfine,” Rebecca said. “Power crew is checking lines. Are you
safe. Any medical equipment.”

The man shook his head. “No. We are fine. Wife has candles.”

Rebecca nodded. “ Stay clear of standing water near poles. If you
see aline down, do not go near it. Shelter at the church if you need
it.”
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The man looked past her to Caleb. “Who is he.”

Caleb spoke before Rebecca could. “Caleb Foster. Utility crew.”
Recognition flickered in the man’s face. “Foster. Y ou are back.”
Caleb gave a short nod. “For the storm work.”

The man’s gaze turned sharp again, like he held old stories in his
mouth. “Well. Stay safe.”

Caleb did not answer. Rebecca nodded and stepped back.
The door shut.

They walked back to the truck in silence. Rain fell harder for afew
minutes, then thinned. Wind sighed through the broken branches
overhead.

Rebecca climbed in and shut the door. The cab smelled damp and
warm now. The heater fan pushed lukewarm air toward her feet.
She held her hands in front of the vent.

Derek looked at his notes in the back seat. “We have two medical
needs on the lane. One for insulin storage. One for oxygen.”

Rebecca nodded. “The Parkers have insulin. Mrs. Haines has
oxygen but sheis aready at the church.”

Caleb started the truck and turned around at the end of the lane.
Headlights swept across wet trunks and torn branches.

Derek leaned back. “We should head back. Dispatch wants Foster
at thetrailer in twenty minutes.”

Caleb nodded. He drove without speaking.

Rebecca watched the road. She felt the tiredness settle deeper into
her bones. Her mind replayed the man at the trailer saying Caleb
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was back. The way he had said it held weight. It held the town’s
memory.

Maple Ridge did not forget. It stored names and choices like
family heirlooms. People carried them, sometimes gentle,
sometimes sharp.

Caleb's face stayed forward. His hands held the wheel at ten and
two. His knuckles looked pale under the dash light.

Rebecca cleared her throat. “ Y ou do not have to do this.”
Caleb’ s eyesflicked toward her for one second. “Do what.”
“Be careful with me,” she said.

He looked back to the road. “I am not being careful. | am being
right.”

Rebecca let out alow breath. “Y ou used to talk like that.”

Caleb's jaw tightened. “I used to think | could keep you from pain
if I chose the right thing.”

Rebecca stared at him. The rain made the windshield shine. The
wipers kept time.

“And do you still think that,” she asked.

Caleb did not answer at first. The truck rolled past the feed store
again. The crooked sign swung in the wind.

“No,” he said at last. “I think pain comes. | think people make
choicesinside it. | think the Lord meets people there.”

Rebecca felt her eyes sting. She turned her face toward the
passenger window.

Derek cleared his throat from the back seat, like he felt the air shift
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and wanted to give it space. He picked up his radio and spoke to
dispatch, keeping his voice professional.

Caleb drove on.

When the church came into view again, the generator light looked
like a small star on the ground. It threw a pale circle over the back
lot. The fellowship hall windows glowed warm in the dark. A few
people moved inside, silhouettes passing across the curtains.

Caleb pulled into the lot. He parked near the side entrance. He cut
the engine. The wipers stopped mid-swipe, leaving a curved line of
clear glass.

For a moment none of them moved. Rain fell on the roof. The
generator hummed. Voicesdrifted faint from inside when the door
opened and shut.

Caleb looked at Rebecca. His eyes held tired honesty.
“You should eat,” he said. “Then sleep.”
Rebecca nodded, but she did not reach for the door handle yet.

Derek opened his door and climbed out. He shut it and walked
toward the main entrance, shoulders hunched against the rain.

Rebecca stayed in her seat.

Caleb watched the empty space Derek |eft, then looked back to her.
“What.”

Rebecca held her hands together in her lap. Her fingers trembled
from cold. “Y ou told me you would earn what you can.”

Caleb nodded once. “Yes.”

Rebecca swallowed. “Do not earn it with words.”
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His gaze stayed on her face. “All right.”

Rebecca stared at the dash for a second, then forced herself to meet
his eyes. “Earn it by doing what you said you would do years ago.”

Caleb’'s breath caught. His eyes shifted like the words had struck
an old bruise.

Rebecca felt her throat close. She pushed through. “You said you
would come back. You said you would not leave me hanging on
hope.”

Caleb’ s face went still. His voice came rough. “Rebecca.”

She shook her head once. “Do not say my name like it changes
what happened.”

Caleb stared at his hands on the wheel, then lifted his gaze again.
“1 did not leave to punish you. | did not leave because you were not
enough. | left because | got scared of what | wanted.”

Rebecca held her breath. She felt the confession land, heavy and
plain.

Caleb went on, his voice low. “I told myself leaving would hurt
less than staying and failing you. | told myself you would move on
fast. | told myself you deserved someone stable. Someone who did
not panic when life got hard.”

Rebecca stared at him. Rain slid down the windshield between
them and the building. The generator light glowed outside, steady
and weak and faithful.

“Y ou thought | needed someone else,” she said.

Caleb shook his head. “No. | thought you needed what | did not
think | could be.”
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Rebeccafelt a quiet heat rise behind her eyes. She blinked hard. “I
waited.”

Caleb’' s face tightened like he carried the weight of it in his chest.
“I know.”

“How,” Rebecca asked, sharp.

Caleb looked at her. “Because my mother kept in touch with
people here. Because every time someone mentioned your name,
my stomach turned. Because every Christmas | told myself | would
drive in. | did not. Because | heard you took the job at the school
and | felt relief and grief in the same breath.”

Rebecca looked away again. She did not want him to see her break.

Outside, a door opened. Laughter drifted out, thin and tired. Then
the door shut and the sound cut off.

Caleb spoke again. “1 did not come back for you. | came back for
the storm work. But when | saw you in the hall, | knew the Lord
had brought me into something | did not plan.”

Rebecca s mouth went dry. She turned back. “Do not put God on
your choices.”

Caleb held her gaze. He did not flinch. “I am not blaming Him. |
am saying He does not waste storms.”

Rebecca’ s breath shook.

Caleb’'s voice softened. “He uses them to show what people keep
hidden. He uses them to pull peopleinto the light.”

Rebecca looked past him at the weak dash light, at the glint of rain
on his sleeve. She remembered their young faith, the way they had
prayed before graduation, asking the Lord to guide their steps. She
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had meant it. She had believed she would walk beside Caleb
through everything.

She spoke without thinking. “Where was your faith when you left.”
The words sat between them, hard.

Caleb’'s eyes dropped for a moment. He breathed in, slow. “It was
small,” he said. “It was redl. It was small. | loved the Lord. | till
ran.”

Rebecca swallowed. The honesty disarmed her more than any
defense would have.

Caleb lifted his gaze again. “1 do not ask you to trust me tonight. |
do ask you to see me.”

Rebecca stared at him. Her heart felt raw. She did not want to see
him, because seeing him meant admitting he had become a man
she could respect. It meant admitting the old love had not died. It
had only gone quiet like the ache she had named.

Rebecca opened the door. Cold air rushed in. “I need to go back
in.”

Cdeb nodded. He did not follow her out at once. He let her move
first.

Rebecca stepped into the rain. The water soaked her hairline under
the knit cap. She hurried toward the side entrance.

At the door she paused and looked back. Caleb had climbed out.
He shut the truck door with a careful push. He stood for a moment
in the generator light. Rain ran off his jacket. His hard hat hung
from his hand now.

He looked at the church, then at the lot, then at her. His face held
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exhaustion and purpose.
Rebeccaturned and went inside.

Warm air hit her at once. The hall smelled like soup now, and wet
wool, and coffee gone stale. Voicesrose and fell. Someone had
started a quiet hymn near the far end of the room, awoman singing
low while she rocked a baby. The words did not carry clear, but the
tune carried comfort.

Hannah stood near the front table. She looked up when Rebecca
camein. Relief flickered across her face.

“You are back,” Hannah said.

Rebecca nodded. “Orchard Lane is checked. Two medical needs.
Parkers need ice for insulin.”

Hannah reached for a clipboard. “I will get it to Eli. We have
coolers.”

Rebecca shrugged off her raincoat. Water dripped onto the tile. Her
hands shook as she hung the coat on a hook.

Hannah stepped closer. Her voice stayed soft. “Areyou al right.”
Rebecca stared at the wall behind Hannah. “1 do not know.”

Hannah's eyes held compassion, but she did not push. “Pastor
Whitaker asked me to make sure you ate something.”

Rebecca nodded. “In a minute.”

Hannah's gaze shifted toward the side entrance window. Caleb’s
silhouette moved outside. He walked toward a crew truck and
spoke with Derek near the tailgate. He gestured down the road,
then turned back and listened.

Hannah looked back at Rebecca. “He looks different than he did as
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aboy.”
Rebecca felt her chest tighten again. “ People change.”
Hannah nodded. “Y es. The Lord does not leave people as they are.”

Rebecca did not answer. She moved toward the soup table. A
volunteer ladled soup into a bowl and handed it to her. The heat
rose with the smell of chicken and onion. Rebecca carried it to a
chair near the wall and sat.

She ate two spoonfuls. Her stomach turned from hunger and stress.
She forced herself to keep eating anyway.

Across the room, Pastor Whitaker moved between families. He
knelt beside a cot and spoke to a boy whose face looked blotched
from crying. He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder and prayed low.
The boy nodded and wiped his face with his sleeve.

Eli Brooks walked past with a stack of blankets. He nodded to
Rebecca as he went. His face looked calm. His eyes |ooked tired.

Rebecca watched the generator light through the window near the
back door. It threw a steady pale glow across wet pavement. It did
not reach far. But it held its place.

She thought of Caleb’s words. He does not waste storms.
She hated that some part of her believed him.

Time moved strange in the night. People dozed in chairs, heads
tipped back. Children lay curled under blankets. Volunteers kept
moving, slow and steady, like they knew the work would not end
soon.

Rebecca finished the soup. She stood and carried the bowl to the
wash station. She rinsed it in cool water and set it in atub.
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She walked back to the front table. She picked up her pen again.
She wrote names as more people came in from dark roads.

Near midnight, the side entrance opened and closed again. Caleb
stepped inside. He had taken off his rain jacket. His shirt clung to
his arms from damp. His hair lay flat. He carried his hard hat at his
side. The hall light made shadows under his eyes.

He stood by the door and looked around. He kept his face neutral,
but Rebecca saw the way his gaze softened at the sight of families
on cots. He looked like a man who held the weight of other
peopl€ slivesin his hands every day.

Derek came in behind him and spoke to Pastor Whitaker. Pastor
Whitaker nodded and pointed toward the kitchen.

Caleb did not move at once. His gaze found Rebecca at the table.

Rebecca looked down. Her pen hovered over the paper. Her hand
shook again.

Caleb walked over, slow. He stopped at the edge of her table. He
did not sit. He did not lean in. He kept his hands at his sides.

“Dispatch wants us on the west feeder at two,” he said, low.
Rebecca nodded like she only heard the work part. “All right.”
Caleb watched her face. “Are you warm.”

Rebeccadid not look up. “1 am fine.”

Caleb let out aslow breath. “You are lying.”

Rebecca s shoulders stiffened. “ Do not start.”

Caleb’ s voice stayed calm. “Take my jacket.”

Rebecca lifted her eyesthen. “1 do not need your jacket.”
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Caleb held her gaze. “Y ou are shaking.”
Rebecca swallowed. “1t is cold.”

Caleb took off his jacket and set it on the chair beside her without
touching her. “Wear it or do not. It isthere.”

Rebecca stared at the jacket. It looked heavy and dry enough to
matter. She hated how much she wanted to pull it on.

Caleb looked toward the hall. “Pastor Whitaker told me he opened
the sanctuary for anyone who needs quiet. He said you should

seep.”
Rebeccalooked back at her list. “People still need assignments.”

Caeb’'s voice turned softer. “Someone else will write names for
one hour.”

Rebecca felt anger rise again, quick and sharp. “Youdo not get to
tell me how to take care of people. Y oudo not get to come back in
astorm and act like you understand what it costs to stay.”

Caleb’' s face tightened. He nodded once. “Y ou areright.”
The answer took the fight out of her.

Caleb went on. “I do not understand what it costs you. | only see
you. | seeyou carrying it. | do not want you crushed under it.”

Rebeccalooked down, her eyes stinging again. “1 am not crushed.”
Caleb’ s voice stayed low. “You are close.”

Rebecca pressed her lips together. She wrote a name with a hard
stroke. The pen tip tore the paper.

Caleb did not move away. He stood there, steady. “I will not argue.
| will do what | need to do outside. But | will ask you one thing.”
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Rebecca kept her eyes on the paper. “What.”

“Let me pray for you,” he said.

Rebecca' s breath caught. She looked up fast. “No.”
Caleb did not look offended. He looked sad. “All right.”
He turned to go.

Rebecca heard her own voice before she could stop it. “Do not
pray likeit fixesme.”

Caleb turned back. He waited.

Rebecca' s throat tightened. She lowered her voice. “If you pray,
pray likel am tired. Pray like | have beentired for along time.”

Caleb’ s eyes softened. He nodded once. “All right.”

He glanced around the room, then toward the sanctuary door down
the hall. “Come with me. It isquiet.”

Rebecca hesitated. People needed her. The list needed to stay
straight. The work never ended.

Then she saw her own hand. It shook so hard the pen rattled
against the table.

She set the pen down.

Hannah stepped up behind her, like she had watched and waited.
She touched Rebecca’ s shoulder. “Go,” Hannah whispered. “I will
cover the table.”

Rebecca looked at Hannah. Gratitude and shame mixed in her
chest. She nodded once.

Rebecca stood. She picked up Caleb’ s jacket and slipped it on. The
deeves hung a little long. The warmth settled around her
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shoulders. It smelled like rain and soap and work.

Caleb did not comment. He only turned and led the way down the
hall.

The church halway stayed dim. A few battery lanterns sat on the
floor at intervals, their light small and steady. The walls held
framed photos of old church picnics and baptisms. Faces smiled
from other years. Rebecca walked past them like a stranger.

They reached the sanctuary door. Caleb opened it slow.

Inside, the sanctuary held a deeper darkness. Only a few lanterns
glowed near the front, set on the steps under the pulpit. The cross
on the wall behind it rose pale in the low light. The pews sat empty
except for one older man asleep near the back, his head tipped to
the side.

The air smelled faintly of wood polish and old hymnals.

Rebecca stepped inside. Her shoes squeaked on the floor. Caleb
closed the door behind them, careful not to make noise.

They waked down the center aisle. Caleb stopped near the front
pew and turned to face her. He did not touch her. He kept space.

Rebecca clasped her hands in front of her. Her fingers dug into the
cuffs of his jacket.

Caleb’'s voice came low. “You said pray like you have been tired
for along time.”

Rebecca nodded.

Caleb looked at the lantern light on the pulpit. He drew a breath.
“Then | will pray like the Lord sees what people miss.”

Rebecca s eyes stung again. She stared at the floor between them.
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Caleb bowed his head. He did not speak loud. His words stayed for
God, not for her.

“Lord,” he said, “You are our refuge and strength. Y ou have been
near al through this night. You have been near all through the
years. Please hold Rebecca. Please give her rest in her body and
rest in her heart. Please carry what she has carried. Please give her
wisdom for what she cannot control. Please give her peace in the
middle of noise. Please put light where fear sits. Please guard her
as she serves. Please remind her she does not earn love. You give
it.”

His voice caught a little, then steadied. “Forgive me for what | did
to her. Forgive me for leaving without honor. Teach me to do what
is right now. Teach me to speak truth and live it. If You have
mercy for us, show us what to do next. In Jesus name, amen.”

Rebecca kept her head down. She did not answer at once. The
prayer had cut through her defenses and left her open. She hated it.
She needed it.

Caleb lifted his head. He did not look at her like he expected
forgiveness. He looked at her like he accepted whatever came.

Rebecca breathed in slow. She lifted her eyes to the cross behind
the pulpit. The lantern light did not reach it well. Still, she saw it.
A shapeinthe dark. A promise the storm could not tear down.

Rebecca swallowed. “Psalm forty six,” she whispered.
Caleb’ sgaze held hers. “Yes.”

Rebecca' s voice shook. “God is our refuge and strength.”
Caleb nodded. “A helper in times of trouble.”

Rebecca blinked hard. “| used to say it when | was scared.”
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Caleb’' s voice softened. “Do you still.”
Rebeccalooked down again. “1 forgot | was allowed to be scared.”
Caleb’ s eyes stayed on her. “You are allowed.”

The words opened something inside her. Her shoulders sagged.
She put a hand on the pew in front of her to steady herself.

Caleb did not move closer. He waited.

Rebecca breathed out, long and shaky. “I am tired,” she said, plain.
Caleb nodded. “1 know.”

Rebecca s throat tightened. “1 do not want to need anyone.”

Caleb’ s voice came quiet. “Needing people does not shame you.”
Rebecca shook her head. “It does when people leave.”

Caleb flinched. He nodded once. “Yes.”

Silence stretched. The sanctuary held their words and did not rush
them.

A creak came from the back pew. The older man shifted in his
sleep and sighed. Then stillness returned.

Rebecca stared at Caleb’s face in the low light. He looked older
than her memory, lines at the corners of his eyes. His jaw held
strain. His mouth looked set like he fought to keep his own
emotionsin place.

Rebecca spoke again, softer. “When you left, | told myself | had to
become someone who did not break.”

Caleb’ s eyes darkened. “ Y ou did not need to do that.”

Rebecca's voice turned sharp again, the old defense rising. “You
left me no choice.”
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Caleb took the hit without flinching. “1 did. | am sorry.”

Rebecca s hands clenched on the pew. “Do you know what it felt
like to wake up and realize the future was gone.”

Caleb’s voice went hoarse. “Yes.”

Rebecca shook her head. “No. You got to leave. You got to start
over. | stayed and everyone watched me. They watched to seeif |
would fall apart. They whispered. They smiled at me in church and
asked how | was doing.”

Caleb's eyes held pain. “1 did not think about what they would do
toyou.”

Rebecca let out a hard breath. “You did not think. That is the
point.”

Caleb nodded. “Yes.”

Rebecca s anger faltered again. She stared at him. “Why did you
not call.”

Caleb'sthroat moved. “| wrote a letter.”

Rebecca froze. “What.”

Caleb’ s gaze dropped. “I wrote it the week after | left.”
Rebecca s heart pounded. “1 never got it.”

Caleb looked up fast, dlarm in hiseyes. “| mailed it.”
Rebecca stared at him, trying to read truth. “ To where.”

Caleb said her old address. Her mother’s house on the edge of
town.

Rebecca swallowed. “My mother handled the mail then. She did
not want me distracted. She did not want me to chase you.”
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Caleb's face tightened like he fought anger. He did not let it take
over. He spoke slow. “I did not know.”

Rebecca’ s hands shook again. She sat down hard on the pew. The
wood pressed cold through her jeans. She stared at the floor.

All those years. All the silence. A letter lost in a kitchen drawer, or
thrown away, or hidden under a stack of church bulletins.

Caleb sat on the pew across the aisle, leaving space between them.
The movement felt careful, like he did not want to trap her.

Rebecca spoke in awhisper. “What did it say.”

Caleb's voice came low. “It said | loved you. It said | was scared.
It said | wanted to come back when | had something solid to offer.
It said | did not want you to wait. It said | did not know how to be
aman yet.”

Rebecca closed her eyes. Tears dipped down her cheeks. She
wiped them fast with the cuff of hisjacket.

Caleb watched her, hisfacetight.

Rebecca opened her eyes and looked at him. “Why did you not
send another.”

Caleb swallowed. “I should have. | told myself if you did not
answer, you did not want to hear from me. | told myself | had done
enough damage. | told myself | needed to let you go.”

Rebecca laughed once, bitter and small. “So you left me to think
you did not care.”

Caleb’'s eyesfilled with quiet grief. “Yes.”

Rebecca pressed her palm to her forehead. She felt like her head
might split. “My mother,” she whispered.
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Caleb stayed still. He did not speak against her mother. He did not
add fuel.

Rebecca' s voice turned rough. “She wanted me safe. She thought
you would take me away from her.”

Caleb nodded once. “ She loved you.”
Rebecca looked up. “Love does not excuse control.”
Caeb’'seyesheld hers. “No.”

Rebecca leaned back against the pew. The sanctuary felt too quiet
now. The generator hum outside the walls seemed far away. The
small lantern light made everything look soft, like the church held
them in a private pocket of night.

Rebecca drew a shaky breath. “I do not know what to do with
this.”

Caleb’ s voice stayed gentle. “Y ou do not have to decide tonight.”
Rebecca s eyes narrowed. “Y ou always want time.”

Caleb took the rebuke. “Yes. | do. Because time is the only thing |
did not treat with respect before.”

Rebecca looked away. She breathed in slow. Her body began to
feel the exhaustion again, like the anger had kept it away and now
it returned.

Caleb watched her face. “Do you want to sit here alittle longer. Or
do you want to go back out.”

Rebecca stared at the lanterns near the pulpit. Their flames
flickered behind glass. Small light against deep dark.

“1 want to go back,” she said. “People need help.”
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Caleb nodded. “All right.”

They stood. Rebecca' s knees wobbled. She steadied herself with
one hand on the pew.

Caleb held his hand out, pam up, offering support without
demand.

Rebecca stared at his hand for a long moment. She remembered
holding that hand at eighteen, walking across the school parking
lot, thinking nothing would pull them apart.

She placed her fingers in his pam. His hand closed around hers,
firm and warm. He helped her step into the aisle. He let go at once.

They walked back to the sanctuary door. Caleb opened it and let
her step out first.

The hal light felt harsh after the sanctuary. Voicesrose from the
fellowship hall again. The smell of coffee and soup returned.

They walked in together.

Hannah looked up from the front table. Her eyes flicked to
Rebecca's face, then to Caleb. She said nothing. She only dlid a
new sheet of paper toward Rebecca and pointed to the next line of
names.

Rebecca sat down. She picked up her pen.

Caleb paused behind her chair. His voice came low, meant for her
alone. “I have to go back out. We have line work. It will run until
morning.”

Rebeccadid not look up. “Be careful.”

Caeb's breath caught, like the words mattered more than she
meant them to. “1 will.”

200



He stepped away.

Rebecca heard the side door open. Cold air swept in. Then it shut
again. The generator hum rose and fell asif it breathed.

Rebecca wrote names and numbers. Her hand still shook, but less.
Caleb's jacket held warmth on her shoulders. It felt strange to
accept it. It felt like letting herself lean for one small moment.

Outside, the storm had passed, but rain still fell. Work still waited
in the dark. The generator light kept burning in its small circle,
steady against the night, as Maple Ridge held on through one more
long stretch of hours.
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Chapter 11

What Survived the Storm

Rain eased near dawn. It did not stop. It thinned, like the sky had
run out of rage and settled into atired weeping.

Rebecca kept writing. Names. Ages. Addresses. Needs. The pencil
marks on her page grew lighter as her hand cramped. The
fellowship hall stayed warm from bodies packed close and the
soup pot kept going on a camp stove near the kitchen. The
generator held its hum behind the building. Every so often the
lights dipped, then returned.

Hannah Whitaker rotated through stations with a calm face. She
carried a clipboard. She spoke in a low voice. She kept her hair
pulled back, neat even in the strain. When someone snapped at her,
she did not snap back. She only listened, nodded once, then made a
small change that helped.

Pastor Whitaker moved through the room too. He did not hurry. He
laid a hand on shoulders. He knelt beside a little boy and asked his
name. He lifted a chair for an older woman without making a show
of it. He prayed in quiet corners with people who asked and people
who did not know how to ask.

Rebecca watched the doors. She told herself she watched for the
next wave of families. She watched for volunteers. She watched for
news from the roads.

She watched for Caleb.
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The side door opened twice. Cold air swept in each time. A man
came in with a flashlight and a hard hat tucked under his arm. His
jacket dripped. He took soup and sat with his crew near the back. A
teenager came in with a case of bottled water and set it down with
athud, then went back out again.

No Caleh.

Rebecca kept her pen moving. She kept her face steady. The hall
felt too bright in places and too dim in others. The smell of wet
clothes and coffee clung to the air. Babies cried. Someone coughed
hard in the corner by the coat racks. A dog barked once outside,
sharp and lost.

Time dlid forward in tired pieces.

A little after dawn, the generator hummed lower for a few seconds,
then rose. The lights held.

Rebecca rubbed the heel of her hand into her eyes. She blinked
hard. She had dept in scraps on a padded bench in the halway,
head on her arms, then got up again when Hannah tapped her
shoulder and pointed to afamily coming in.

She looked down at her own hands. Ink smudged her fingers. Her
nails had dirt under them from moving boxes and hauling trash
bags. Caleb had taken her anger without flinching. Then he had
handed her his jacket like it meant nothing.

It meant something.

She tried to push the thought aside. She had no time for old
feelings. She had no room. Maple Ridge needed hands, not
memories.

The front doors opened again. Thistime Caleb stepped in.
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Rain clung to his hair in dark strands. His hard hat hung from his
fingers. Mud streaked his boots. He carried the weary set of a man
who had stayed alert for too long. He scanned the room once, quick
and focused.

His eyes found Rebecca.

For a second he did nothing. He stood with the door shut behind
him. He looked like he had walked into a place he had not
expected to survive.

Rebeccakept her face till. She forced her shoulders down. She did
not rise. She did not go to him. She stayed at the table and watched
him cross the hall.

He stopped near the coffee station. He poured a cup and did not
drink. He held it like he needed the heat more than the caffeine.
Derek stood behind him and spoke close to his ear. Caleb nodded
once. He did not look away from Rebecca.

Rebecca' s stomach tightened. She dropped her eyes to the page.
She wrote another name. A family from out by the orchard. Their
roof had peeled back like paper. Two children. One asthma inhaler
lost in the mess. She wrote it down. She circled it.

Caleb walked toward the front table.

Hannah looked up. Her expression stayed polite, but her eyes
sharpened. She stood and stepped away from the table to meet him
before he reached Rebecca.

“Mr. Foster,” Hannah said.
Caleb stopped. “Miss Hannah.”

Rebecca hated how natural his voice sounded with her name.
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Hannah angled her body so she faced him and kept her voice low.
“Areyou al right.”

“l am fine.”
Hannah did not accept easy answers. She waited.

Caleb held her gaze. “We got one feeder up near the county line.
We have crews working the cut by the river. We had to pull back
from the bend road. A line came down in the dark and we had a
near miss.”

Hannah’ s hand tightened on her clipboard. “Any injuries.”
“No. God spared us.”

Hannah exhaled slow. Her eyes flicked past him to Rebecca. “We
have breakfast in the kitchen. There are clean towels and soap if
you need to wash up.”

“Thank you.”

Hannah nodded once, then moved back toward the kitchen, already
talking to someone else.

Caleb stepped to Rebecca's side. He set his coffee down on the
table near her forms. His hands rested on the table edge. His
posture stayed careful, like he did not want to crowd her.

“Y ou made it through the night,” he said.
Rebecca kept her pen poised. “ So did you.”

His gaze dropped to his jacket on her shoulders. He did not
comment. He looked at the sheets of paper. “How many people.”

“More than we expected.”

He nodded. “ Any word on your house.”
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Her throat tightened. “A neighbor checked it at first light. He said
the windows held. The tree missed the roof by afew feet.”

Caleb’'s eyes closed for a short moment. He opened them again.
“Thank the Lord.”

Rebecca pressed her lips together. She did not trust her voice.

Caleb shifted. “1 need to go back out in an hour. Before | do, | want
to help here. Tell me what to do.”

Rebecca looked up at him. His face held strain. His eyes looked
darker from lack of deep. The lines at the corners had deepened
since high school. She had seen him as a boy once. A boy who
promised and laughed and did not think the future held sharp
edges.

Now he looked like a man who had |earned where the edges were
and learned how to keep working anyway.

She pointed to a stack of blankets on the floor beside the table.
“Sort those by size. Then take two boxes of bottled water to the
hallway. They ran low.”

Caleb nodded. He lifted the blankets without complaint. He moved
with aquiet efficiency. He stacked small, medium, large. He folded
rough wool and softer fleece. He made neat piles like order
mattered.

Rebecca watched him with atight chest.

He finished, then carried water cases down the hall. He came back
with a damp towel and wiped his hands. He did not sit. He kept
moving.

A man in a soaked jacket approached the table, hat in hand. His
eyes looked red and wide like he had not blinked in hours.
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Rebecca softened her voice. “Name.”

“Tom Hensley.”

Rebecca wrote. “Address.”

He gave it. His words came clipped, like each one cost him.
“What isthe need,” Rebecca asked.

Tom’s mouth worked. “My wife is at home with my mother. The
road is blocked. | tried to clear it. | cannot get through. She needs
oxygen. We have atank but it islow.”

Rebecca circled the line and wrote OXY GEN in block letters. Her
stomach dropped. She looked toward Hannah.

Caleb stepped forward. “Where is the house.”

Tom gave the road name. It sat on the far edge of town, near the
old feed mill. The power out there had always been the last to
return.

Caleb looked at Rebecca. “1 have a crew truck. Wehave chainsaws.
If we cannot get power, we can get access. We can get him
through.”

Rebecca' s pen hovered. “Y our work.”

Caleb’sjaw tightened. “Thisis my work.”

Tom stared at him. “You will help.”

Caleb nodded once. “ Give me ten minutes. | will get Derek.”

Tom’s shoulders sagged. His eyes filled. He rubbed his face hard
with his sleeve like he hated tears. “ Thank you.”

Rebecca watched Caleb walk away. She watched him speak to
Derek near the back. She saw Derek’s expression shift from fatigue
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to focus. Then both men headed for the side door.

Rebecca stood without thinking. She followed Caleb down the hall.
She caught him at the coat racks where volunteers had hung
dripping rain gear.

“Caleb,” she said.
He turned at once.

She kept her voice low. “Be careful. Roads are soft. Trees are half
down.”

“I will be careful.”
She swallowed. “1f something happens...”
Caleb’s eyes held hers. “Nothing will happen.”

Rebecca knew he did not hold that kind of control. Neither did she.
Storms had proven it.

She nodded once. She did not know what else to do. She stepped
back and let him pass.

His shoulder brushed hers as he went by. It sent heat through her,
sharp and unwelcome.

Caleb paused at the door. He looked back. “Y our house. If the roof
needs atarp, tell me. | will get someone there.”

Rebecca steadied her voice. “All right.”

He left. The door shut. Cold air lingered in the hall for a few
seconds.

Rebecca stood still. She stared at the door like it would open again
and bring him back safe.

A soft voice came from behind her. “ Rebecca.”
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She turned. Pastor Whitaker stood in the hall. He held a small
flashlight. His face looked drawn, but his eyes stayed kind.

“Yes, Pastor.”

He glanced toward the door, then back to her. “You have not
sept.”
“1 dlept some.”

Pastor Whitaker studied her. He did not press. “Come into my
office for amoment.”

Rebecca hesitated. “| need to be at the table.”

“Hannah has it,” he said. “ She told me to find you and make you
sit down.”

Rebecca almost smiled. Hannah did not ask. Hannah directed.

Pastor Whitaker opened the office door. The small room smelled
like old books and pine cleaner. A battery lantern sat on the desk. It
threw awarm pool of light on his Bible and a stack of paper.

He pulled a chair out. “ Sit.”

Rebecca sat. The chair cresked under her weight. Her muscles
shook with the shift from standing to stillness.

Pastor Whitaker poured water from a jug into a paper cup. He set it
in front of her. “Drink.”

Rebeccatook the cup. Her hands trembled. She drank in small sips.

Pastor Whitaker sat across from her. He did not speak right away.
He let the quiet settle.

Rebecca stared at his Bible. The edges |ooked worn. The cover had
a crease near the spine from years of use. She thought about how
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long he had served this town. He had baptized children who now
had children. He had buried grandparents and married
grandchildren. He had seen Maple Ridge at its best and worst.

The storm had not moved him from his place. It had only made his
work heavier.

Pastor Whitaker spoke in a gentle voice. “How is your mother.”

Rebecca sthroat tightened again. “ She is with my sister in Raleigh.
Sheissafe”

“Good.”

Rebecca stared at her hands. “1t feels wrong. She is safe and people
here lost roofs. People lost barns. Some people lost everything.”

Pastor Whitaker leaned forward. “It does not dishonor others to
thank God for your mercy.”

Rebecca swallowed. Tears pressed behind her eyes. She blinked
them back. She had no time to fall apart.

Pastor Whitaker watched her. “You carry weight like it belongs
only to you.”

Rebecca' s jaw tightened. “ Someone has to.”

He shook his head. “We belong to one another. The Lord made us
for community.”

Rebecca stared at the desk. “Community has a cost.”
“It does,” he said. “So does isolation.”
Silence filled the office again.

Pastor Whitaker folded his hands. “I saw you with Caleb last
night.”
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Rebecca s shoulders stiffened.

His voice stayed cam. “You do not owe me details. You do not
owe anyone your private pain. But | want to ask one thing.”

Rebecca kept her eyes down. “What.”
“Are you both safe with one another.”

Rebecca looked up fast. Pastor Whitaker held no suspicion. He
held care. He had shepherded too many hurt hearts to speak
without purpose.

Rebecca breathed in sow. “I do not know.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded, as if he expected that answer. “Then
move slow. Keep it honest. Keep it before the Lord.”

Rebecca' s eyes stung. “1t ended badly.”

Pastor Whitaker did not ask how. “God redeems what people
break. It does not always look like people expect. It does not
aways mean what they hope. But it aways means He stays
present.”

Rebecca's throat worked. “Caleb has a place out there. A job. A
life.”

Pastor Whitaker held her gaze. “And you have alife here.”

Rebecca looked away. “He came back and it feels like the storm
brought him. | do not want to tie my heart to something temporary

again.”
Pastor Whitaker spoke quiet. “Wisdom.”

Rebecca' s hands curled around the paper cup. “Then why does it
hurt to see him walk out the door.”
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Pastor Whitaker’ s eyes softened. “Because you loved him once.”

Rebecca's breath hitched. She looked toward the small window.
Rain dlid down the glass. Maple trees stood bent and ragged
beyond the parking lot. One had split down the middle. The raw
wood showed pale against wet bark.

She whispered, “1 told myself | moved on.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “Moving on does not erase. It means you
lived. God saw it. He seesit.”

Rebecca wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. She did not
know when the tear had fallen.

A knock came at the door. Hannah’s voice dlipped in. “Pastor. We
need you. A family from Hemlock Road just came in. Their
basement flooded.”

Pastor Whitaker rose. “I am coming.”

He looked at Rebecca. “Drink the rest. Then go back to your
place.”

Rebecca nodded.
He paused at the door. “Rebecca.”
She looked up.

His voice stayed steady. “Psalm forty-six kept coming to my mind
last night. God is our refuge and strength, a helper who is always
found in times of trouble.”

Rebecca held his gaze. She nodded again.
Pastor Whitaker |eft. The door shuit.
Rebecca sat for five more seconds. Then she stood. She tossed the

212



cup in the trash and walked back to the fellowship hall.
The day moved like hard labor.

Rebecca helped assign rooms in the church classrooms for families
with small children. She moved cots from storage. She wrote down
medication needs. She called the county relief number from a
church office phone that ran on a backup line. The call dropped
twice. She called again.

Outside, the rain eased further. The wind stayed low. The town
looked bruised under gray cloud.

At midmorning, a volunteer team returned from the outer roads
with news. A creek had jumped its bank. A section of fence lay flat
across aneighbor’ sdrive. A barn roof sat twisted in afield.

People listened with tight faces. No one spoke for a moment. Then
they started asking who needed what.

Rebecca watched Maple Ridge do what it aways did. It bent
toward help.

Eli Brooks came in carrying a box of nails and atarp roll over his
shoulder. His hair lay damp and his face looked set in a calm way.

Hannah walked to him. “Eli.”
Eli nodded. “Miss Hannah.”

Rebecca looked up from her forms. She had heard his name her
whole life. Everyone knew Eli Brooks. He fixed what broke. He
rarely made a speech about it.

Eli glanced toward the list on the table. “Where is the need.”

Hannah pointed to a line. “The Martin place. Their porch roof
peeled back. They need atarp until someone can frameit.”
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Eli nodded. “I will go.”
He looked at Rebecca. His eyes held concern. “You al right.”
Rebecca nodded. “1 am fine.”

Eli’s gaze lingered for a beat like he did not believe her. Then he
shifted the tarp on his shoulder. “Tell Pastor Whitaker | will check
inlater.”

Hannah nodded.

Eli left through the side door. Cold air swept in again. Rain smell.
Wet earth. Splintered pine.

Rebecca wrote another note. Tarp needed. Nails delivered. Eli
Brooks assigned.

Her hand paused.
She heard Derek’ s voice in the hall. She looked up.
Caleb walked in behind him.

Tom Hengey followed, eyes clearer now. He carried an empty
oxygen tank like atrophy and a burden all at once.

Hannah moved around the table fast. “Tom. How is your mother.”

Tom’s voice shook. “We got her to the fire station. They have a
generator and spare tanks. She is breathing fine.”

A small wave of relief moved through the hall. Someone thanked
God out loud. Another person started clapping, then stopped, like
applause felt wrong in the middle of |oss.

Rebecca s chest |oosened.
Caleb’s eyes found her again.
He did not smile. He looked tired and soaked and steady. He gave
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asingle nod, like a promise kept.

Rebecca swallowed hard. She kept her face cam. She nodded
back.

Derek stepped closer to the table. “We need two more volunteers
with pickup trucks. We have supplies coming in from the county
staging lot. We have to shuttle.”

A man near the coffee station raised his hand. “1 have a truck.”
A woman with braided hair stood. “I have one too.”

Hannah wrote their names. “ Thank you.”

Derek looked at Caleb. “We go in twenty.”

Caleb nodded.

Tom stepped toward Caleb. He held out his hand. “1 will not forget
this.”

Caleb took it. His grip stayed firm. “I am glad we got to her.”

Tom’s eyes flicked to Rebecca and back. “Rebecca kept my wife
calm on the phone. She prayed with her.”

Rebecca' s face warmed. She had prayed with the woman because
she did not know what else to do. The prayer had come out plain
and shaky.

Caleb looked at Rebecca with something quiet in his eyes. “ Thank
you.”

Rebecca nodded. “ It was the least | could do.”
Caleb’ s gaze held hers for a second longer. Then he looked away.

He moved toward the kitchen like he meant to grab food and go.
Derek followed.
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Rebecca watched him disappear through the swinging door. She
told herself the ache in her chest came from lack of sleep.

It did not.

A little later, Hannah came to Rebecca’ s side. She set a fresh stack
of forms down. “Y ou need to eat.”

Rebecca glanced at the line of people waiting. “ After this.”

Hannah leaned in. Her voice stayed soft, but it held no room for
argument. “Now. Pastor Whitaker told me to make sure you eat.
He will take the table for five minutes.”

Rebecca blinked. “He has enough to do.”

Hannah's expression stayed firm. “He will do it anyway.”
Rebeccarose. Her legs felt heavy.

Hannah touched her elbow. “Go.”

Rebecca walked to the kitchen. The room smelled like eggs and
canned biscuits. Volunteers moved around each other in tight
space. Someone had opened a bag of apples. Someone else stirred
oatmeal in a pot.

Caleb stood at the far counter, eating from a paper bowl. He leaned
one shoulder against the wall. He looked like he had grabbed food
because he needed fuel, not because he wanted comfort.

Rebecca paused in the doorway.
Caleb saw her. He straightened.

A woman from town, Mrs. Alder, stood near the sink rinsing
bowls. Her gray hair frizzed around her face from humidity. She
looked from Rebeccato Caleb with quick interest, then back to her
work like she had seen nothing at all.
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Rebecca walked to the counter and picked up a plate. She took
eggs, two biscuit halves, and an apple. She poured coffee in a
chipped mug.

Caleb moved closer, slow. “How long have you been up.”
Rebecca kept her eyes on the mug. “ Since the wind started.”
Caleb'sjaw flexed. “Same.”

Rebecca's throat tightened. She looked at his hands. Scratches
lined his knuckles. Mud stained under his nails. He had worked
through the night and then gone back out again at dawn for a
woman he had never met.

She said, “Thank you for going.”

Caleb held her gaze. “I did what | should do.”

“That family would have lost her,” Rebecca said.

Caleb looked down at his bowl, then back up. “God gave ustime.”

Rebecca nodded. She stared at her plate. Her appetite had fled
again.

Caleb’svoice lowered. “Did Pastor Whitaker talk with you.”
Rebecca s shoulders stiffened. “Yes.”

Caleb watched her face. “Heiskind.”

“Heis”

Caleb’ s eyes held caution. “Did he say anything about me.”

Rebecca stared at him. She kept her voice even. “He asked if | was
safe with you.”

Caeb's face went «till. He did not flinch. He nodded once. “Fair
guestion.”
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Rebecca's breath caught. She did not want to have this
conversation in a kitchen full of people. Mrs. Alder’s ears worked
even when she pretended they did not.

Rebecca' s voice dropped. “He meant emotionally.”

Caleb's gaze softened. He looked tired enough to speak truth
without polish. “Areyou.”

Rebecca did not answer at once. She could not give him comfort
she did not fully feel. She could not lie.

She said, “1 do not know.”
Caleb’' s face tightened, then eased again. “1 understand.”

Rebecca' s fingers tightened around the mug. “Do you think you
are safe with me.”

Caleb let out a Slow breath. “I walked in here last night and saw
you. It felt like | was eighteen again for a second. Then it felt like |
was not allowed to feel anything.”

Rebecca' s throat tightened hard. She stared at him. “Allowed by
who.”

Caleb’seyesheld pain. “By theway | left.”

Rebecca looked down. Her voice came quiet. “You did not even
say goodbye.”

Caleb’sjaw clenched. “I did not trust myself to.”
Rebecca' s heart kicked. She looked up, sharp. “To what. To stay.”
Caleb did not look away. “Yes.”

Mrs. Alder set a bowl down in the drying rack with a loud clack.
She turned her back to them and ran the faucet again like the
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conversation did not exist.

Rebecca s face warmed. She stepped back half a step. “Thisis not
the place.”

Caleb nodded at once. “You areright.”

Rebeccatook her plate and mug and moved to a small table in the
corner. She sat. She ate a bite of eggs and forced herself to chew.

Caleb sat across from her, leaving space between them. He kept his
voice low. “I will not push.”

Rebecca swallowed. “1 do not need pushing.”

Caleb' s eyesflicked over her face. “Y ou look worn out.”
Rebecca gave a small, humorless laugh. “ So do you.”
Caleb’s mouth lifted at one corner. It faded fast.

Rebecca ate two more bites. Her stomach turned. She set her fork
down.

Caleb leaned forward a little. “When the storm hit, | thought of
you.”

Rebecca' s chest tightened. “Why.”

Caleb looked down at his hands. “Because you stayed. Y ou always
stayed. | thought you would be here doing what you are doing.
Holding people together.”

Rebecca' s eyes burned. She stared at her plate. “I stayed because
someone had to.”

Caleb’ s voice held alow regret. “Y ou should not have had to.”

Rebecca' s throat worked. “Y ou do not get to decide what | should
have done.”
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Caleb nodded once. “You areright.”

Silence filled the space between them. Only the sounds of the
kitchen moved around them. A spoon scraping a pot. The faucet
running. A low murmur of voices.

Rebeccaforced hersalf to eat half a biscuit. She drank coffee.

Caleb's radio crackled at his belt. He glanced down, then up. “I
have to go.”

Rebecca' s stomach tightened again. She hated the leaving. She
hated how his leaving had shaped her and still did.

She kept her face neutral. “All right.”

Caleb rose. He stood for a moment like he wanted to say more.
Then he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small
folded paper.

He dlid it across the table. “This is my number. The one that will
reach me this week. If anything happens. If you need something for
the shelter. If your house changes.”

Rebecca stared at the paper.
Caleb’ s voice stayed steady. “Y ou do not have to useit.”

Rebecca picked it up. She did not unfold it. She held it between her
fingerslike it might burn.

Caleb nodded once, then left the kitchen.

Rebecca watched him go. Her hands shook. She tucked the paper
into her pocket like she tucked away a piece of the past.

The day kept moving.
People came in from damaged roads. They brought news. They
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brought need. They brought each other. Someone brought a box of
diapers from the grocery store in the next county. Someone
brought a stack of towels from their own linen closet. Someone
brought a bag of dog food because animals had to eat too.

A retired widow, Mrs. Keene, organized a corner of the fellowship
hall into a quiet rest area. She placed chairs in a circle and laid
quilts over the backs. She made a sign with thick marker. QUIET.
REST HERE.

Rebecca watched her do it with hands that shook from age and
fatigue. Mrs. Keene did not complain. She only kept moving, one
small task after another.

By late afternoon, the rain stopped. Low clouds still hung over
Maple Ridge. The air felt damp and cold. Mud clung to every step
outside.

Rebecca stepped out the side door for the first time in hours. She
stood under the overhang and breathed in the wet air. The sky
looked like metal. The church steeple rose above broken limbs and
sagging lines. It still stood clean and white. It looked stubborn.

Across the lot, the cemetery stones looked darker from rain. Fallen
leaves stuck to them. A small flag lay on its side near a veteran’'s
grave.

Rebecca s throat tightened. The storm had not asked permission. It
had touched everyone.

Footsteps crunched behind her in gravel and mud.

Eli Brooks stepped up beside her. He had no tarp now. His hands
looked scraped. His shirt stuck to his back.

He nodded toward the town beyond the lot. “It is bad.”

221



Rebeccanodded. “Yes.”

Eli’ s voice stayed quiet. “1 checked the Martin place. Wegot atarp
over the porch. We braced it with two by fours. It will hold for
now.”

“Thank you,” Rebecca said.

Eli glanced toward the side door. Voicesfiltered out behind them.
“How are you holding up.”

Rebeccalooked at the trees. “I am doing what | have to do.”
Eli’ s eyes stayed on her face. “Y ou do not have to do it alone.”
Rebecca swallowed. “It feelslike | do.”

Eli nodded once, like he understood. “People think strength means
no needs. It does not. It means you keep showing up. Even when
you need help.”

Rebecca s eyes stung. “1 have help.”

Eli’s gaze shifted toward the road, then back. “Caleb Foster is
back.”

Rebecca’ s shoulders stiffened.

Eli spoke with no gossip in his voice. Only fact. “He is working
hard.”

Rebecca did not answer.

Eli watched her for a beat. Then he said, “If you trust him with
work, you can trust him with small truth too. Y ou can start there.”

Rebecca s throat tightened. “1 do not know if | trust him at all.”

Eli’s voice stayed calm. “Then you can ask God for wisdom. He
givesit.”
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Rebecca stared at the steeple. “I asked God to protect this town.
The storm still came.”

Eli's eyes held steady. “He did not promise no storms. He
promised presence.”

Rebecca’ s breath caught. She looked away.

Eli shifted his weight. “1 have to go. Pastor Whitaker asked me to
check on the fire chief. His crew has been out since midnight.”

Rebecca nodded. “Tell him thank you.”

Eli left. His boots sank into mud. He did not hurry. He moved like
aman who did not panic because he trusted God to meet him in the
next task.

Rebecca stayed under the overhang for another moment. She let the
damp air cool her face.

When she went back inside, Hannah waved her over.

“The school gym is open,” Hannah said. “The principal called. He
wants to know if we need overflow beds.”

Rebecca nodded. “We might. The families from the south ridge
road will need somewhere. Their homes took the worst of it.”

Hannah’'s eyes narrowed. “Do you have alist.”
“1 will make one.”

Hannah tapped her clipboard. “Pastor Whitaker wants a meeting in
ten minutes. Core volunteers. We need a plan for the next two

days.”
Rebecca nodded. She returned to the table and wrote. Names.
Needs. Space required.
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She wrote until her hand cramped again.

At the meeting, Pastor Whitaker stood at the front of the hall. A
lantern sat on a chair beside him. Its light flickered.

People gathered close. Hannah stood near him. The fire chief stood
with his hands on his hips, face lined and tired. The school
principal stood with a notebook. The bakery owner, Mrs. Larkin,
held a bag of day old rolls. A church elder, Mr. Baines, held a map
of the county roads.

Rebeccatook a place near the side, close enough to hear.

Pastor Whitaker spoke in a clear voice. “Wewill keep shelter here
through the weekend. We will coordinate with the school gym for
overflow. We will share food and fuel. We will check on the
elderly first. Wewill keep prayer central, because if we try to build
thiswith fear, it will fall.”

Mr. Baines nodded. “Road crews should clear Hemlock by
morning. Theriver road is out for now.”

The fire chief rubbed his face. “We have one generator running at
the station and one at the clinic. The clinic needs more fuel.”

The principal spoke. “We have showers at the gym. We have cots.
We have an industrial kitchen.”

Hannah wrote fast.

Rebecca listened. She felt the town knit itself together with words
and plans and lists. It did not erase the damage. It gave it shape. It
gave it order.

It gave it hope.

After the meeting, people scattered back to tasks.
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Rebecca returned to the entry to greet another family. A young
couple with two kids came in. Their faces held shock. The man’'s
hands shook. The woman held her toddler close. The older child
clutched a stuffed bear damp from rain.

Rebecca softened her voice. “Come in. You are safe here. What is
your name.”

They answered. Rebecca wrote. She smiled at the children. She
guided them toward the rest area.

Her mind kept slipping back to Caleb. His number in her pocket.
Hisvoice in the kitchen. | did not trust myself to.

She did not know what to do with those words.

Evening came. The hall filled with shadows. The generator kept
the lights on, but they stayed dim. Lanterns sat on tables. The air
cooled.

Rebecca walked through the sanctuary once to check for extra
blankets in the storage closet behind the pulpit. The pews sat
empty now. The quiet felt deep after the noise.

She opened the closet and pulled out two folded quilts. She carried
them down the center aisle.

Halfway down, she stopped.

Caleb stood near the back row, aone. He held his hard hat at his
side. He looked toward the altar, but his eyes looked unfocused,
like he stared through the building into an old place.

Rebecca' s breath caught. She had not heard him come in. The
sanctuary held sound in a soft way. The generator hum did not
reach here.
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She did not speak at first. She did not want to break something
tender.

Caleb turned his head. He saw her. His face tightened, then eased.
“1 did not mean to disturb anything,” he said.
Rebecca shifted the quiltsin her arms. “Y ou are not disturbing.”

Caleb nodded. He looked toward the pew where she had sat last
night. “I needed a minute of quiet.”

Rebecca walked closer, slow. Her shoes made soft sounds on the
aisle runner. She stopped two pews away from him.

Caleb’'s eyes dropped to the quilts. “More families.”
“Yes,” Rebeccasaid.

Caleb looked toward the stained glass windows. Darkness pressed
against them. Rain streaks had dried into faint lines. “This church
stood through storms before.”

Rebecca nodded. “It did.”
Caleb’svoice lowered. “1 did not.”

Rebecca' s heart kicked. She held the quilts tighter. “What do you
mean.”

Caleb’'s jaw worked. He looked down at the wood of the pew, then
back up. “I left. 1 ran. | told myself | did it for work and
opportunity. Part of it was true. Part of it was fear.”

Rebecca s throat tightened. “ Fear of what.”

Caleb's eyes held pain. “Fear of failing you. Fear of failing my
father. Fear of staying in a town where people remembered every
mistake | ever made.”
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Rebecca stared at him. “People remember mine too.”
Caleb’ s gaze sharpened. “What mistakes.”

Rebecca’ s mouth opened, then closed. She shook her head once.
“Nothing.”

Caleb took a slow breath. “You do not have to protect me from
your truth.”

Rebecca s hands shook on the quilts. “1 do not know how to talk
about the past without falling into it.”

Caleb nodded. “1 understand.”

Silence stretched between them. The sanctuary felt like it held their
words in its rafters.

Rebecca looked toward the altar. “The storm tore up the prayer
garden.”

Caleb followed her gaze. “I saw it. The benches flipped.”

Rebecca swallowed. “I helped plant the lavender out there when |
was twenty. My mother loved the smell. She said it reminded her
of her grandmother’ s house.”

Caleb’ s face softened. “Isit gone.”

“Some of it,” Rebecca said. “Some of it is smashed into the mud.
Some of it is still standing. Bent, but there.”

Caleb held her gaze. “What survived.”

Rebecca's throat tightened. She did not know if he meant the
garden. She did not know if he meant them.

She whispered, “ Some roots hold.”
Caleb’'s breath caught. His eyes dropped to her mouth, then lifted
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again to her eyes. He stayed still. He did not step closer.
His voice came quiet. “ Rebecca. | am sorry.”

Rebecca’ s face warmed. The apology did not erase years. It did not
replace agoodbye. But it landed like something real.

She swallowed. “ Sorry for what.”

Caleb'sjaw tightened. “For leaving without honor. For leaving you
to carry the story alone. For letting silence do what it did.”

Rebecca sthroat worked. Tears pressed again. She blinked hard. “I
thought you did not love me enough to stay.”

Caleb' s eyesfilled, but he did not let tearsfall. “I loved you. | love
you.”

Rebecca’ s knees felt weak. She tightened her grip on the quilts like
they could keep her upright.

Caleb's voice stayed steady. “I did not know how to be a man
worth your trust. So | ran. | told myself you would heal faster
without me. | told myself you would find someone steady.”

Rebecca’ s voice broke. “And did you find someone.”
Caleb flinched like the question cut. “No.”
Rebecca' s breath shook. “Why.”

Caleb stared at the floor for a moment. Then he looked at her.
“Because some losses stayed untouched. | told mysdf it was
respect. It was also cowardice.”

Rebecca closed her eyes for a second. She breathed in slow. She
opened them again. “You said you believe some losses should
remain untouched.”
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Caleb nodded once. “I believed it.”
Rebecca swallowed. “Do you still.”

Caleb looked at her a long moment. “1 do not know. | came back
into this town and saw the damage. | saw people pulling nails and
lifting boards and laying new tarps over what tore open. Nobody
said, leave it. They said, help me cover it. Help me shore it up.
Help me rebuild.”

Rebecca s breath caught.

Caleb's voice lowered further. “I wonder if | was wrong about
what should stay untouched.”

Rebecca stared at him. Her heart ached with hope and fear braided
tight.

She forced her voice to stay cam. “Y ou are here for work.”
“Yes,” Caleb said.

“And you will leave when the work is done,” Rebecca said.
Caleb’ seyesheld hers. “1 do not know yet.”

Rebecca's chest tightened. She needed certainty. She needed
safety. She aso knew life did not hand those out on command.

She looked down at the quilts. Her hands shook. “People need
these.”

Caleb nodded. “Yes.”

Rebecca turned to go. She took two steps, then stopped. She did
not look back at first.

Her voice came soft. “Caleb.”

He answered at once. “Yes.”
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Rebecca swallowed. “Thank you for saying sorry.”
Caleb’ s vaice roughened. “ Thank you for hearing it.”

Rebecca walked out of the sanctuary. Her legs felt unsteady. She
carried the quilts to the hall and handed them off to Mrs. Keene for
therest area.

Her pocket felt heavy with the folded number.
Her chest felt heavier with words she had waited years to hear.

Night settled over Maple Ridge again. The wind stayed low. The
town still sat wounded under cloud, but lights glowed in windows
where generators ran. The church held people close. Work went on.

Rebecca took her place at the front table again. She wrote. She
listened. She guided.

Every so often she looked toward the side door without meaning
to.

She did not know what would come next. She only knew
something had survived the storm. Something inside her, bent but
still standing, had lifted its head for the first timein along time.
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Chapter 12

Sunday Without Power

Rain tapped the fellowship hall windows in a steady, thin pattern.
The generator till ran, but Pastor Whitaker had asked people to
save fuel. He shut it down before dawn.

The sudden quiet had felt like a held breath.

Rebecca Morgan stood near the front table and watched the room
adjust. The overhead lights stayed dark. Only a few lanterns sat on
folding tables. Their soft glow pooled on the scuffed tile floor. 1t
turned faces into careful outlines.

Someone had taped paper to the windows to block the wind draft.
The tape curled at the edges. Damp wool and coffee and wet denim
filled theair.

Families sat close. People shared quilts. A toddler slept with his
cheek against his mother’s shoulder. Two teenagers leaned against
the wall, their boots still muddy.

Rebecca kept her hands around a ceramic mug. The coffee tasted
weak. She drank it anyway.

Sunday had arrived without the usual signals. No church bells. No
organ warmup. No hum of the sound system. No bright lights in
the sanctuary. The steeple still rose outside, white against the gray,
but it looked lonelier under the low sky.

She glanced at the hallway where the sanctuary sat beyond a closed
door. The fellowship hall had become the center of everything.
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Food. Lists. Shelter assignments. Lost pets. Calls made from the
one charging station when the generator ran.

Now it would hold worship too.

She had spent the last hour laying out hymnals on a few rows of
chairs, then she stopped. People would not need hymnals. Most
would sing from memory or not at all. The storm had taken more
than power. It had taken breath from some of them.

Rebecca shifted her weight and looked at the small table Pastor
Whitaker had set up near the front. A Bible lay open. A simple
wooden cross sat beside it, carved years ago by someone in the
church woodshop. The cross leaned slightly to one side as if it had
been set down in ahurry.

Pastor Whitaker moved among the chairs. He spoke in low tones.
He checked on Mrs. Alder, who sat wrapped in a brown coat with
her hands folded tight. He stopped at the row where the Hawkins
family sat and rested a hand on the father’s shoulder. He did not
speak long. He never did when words would weigh more than they
hel ped.

Rebecca saw him glance toward her once. His face carried tired
lines. The storm had aged everyonein asingle night.

She set her mug down and picked up the clipboard from the front
table. Habit pulled at her. If she did not hold to order, the room
would slide into chaos.

The clipboard held shelter notes and meal times. It held names. It
held needs. It held a short list of addresses where the worst damage
had hit.

She forced her eyes off it. Sunday had its own work.
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A door opened at the back of the hall. A gust of damp air dlipped
inside. Men stepped in, boots scraping. One carried a cooler.
Another carried a paper bag of muffins from the bakery on Main
Street. The bakery had fired up one of their old gas ovens, the
owner said, and they had baked what they could before supplies
ran thin.

People murmured thank you. Hands reached for the bag. The smell
of warm cinnamon rose. It cut through the scent of rain for one
small moment.

Rebecca turned when she heard a familiar voice.

Caleb Foster stood near the door with his crew lead. Caleb wore
jeans and a dark jacket. His hair looked damp at the edges. He
carried a hard hat under one arm even though no one would need it
inside.

He paused as if he had stepped into a room where he did not know
therules.

Rebecca s grip tightened on the clipboard. Her throat went dry.

She had seen him all week. In the lot. On the road. Under sagging
lines and downed branches. She had seen him with his head bent
over maps and his hands steady on tools. She had heard his voice
clipped and calm through short conversations.

Thisfelt different. This held aweight the work sites did not.

Caleb scanned the room, his eyes moving over faces. He did not
smile. He nodded once to a man who lifted a hand. He looked
tired. His shoulders sat alittle high, asif he braced for impact.

His gaze found Pastor Whitaker. His expression changed then. It
softened. He walked forward.
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Pastor Whitaker met him halfway. He took Caleb’s hand in both of
his.

“Caleb,” Pastor Whitaker said. His voice carried in the quiet hall
without effort. “1 am glad you are here.”

Caleb swallowed. “Morning, Pastor.”

“No power,” Pastor Whitaker said.

Caleb glanced at the lanterns. I noticed.”

Pastor Whitaker’s mouth lifted at the corner. “We will do without.”
Caleb nodded. “Y ou always do.”

Pastor Whitaker held his gaze. “You do too. You did for a long
time.”

Caleb's jaw tightened. He looked away for a moment. Then he
looked back. “1 will sit in the back. | do not want to take anyone’'s

“Sit where you want,” Pastor Whitaker said. “There is room for
you.”

Caleb nodded again, then walked to the back row and took a chair
near the wall. He set his hard hat under his feet. He folded his
hands between his knees.

Rebecca watched him for a beat too long.
He did not look at her.

She returned her eyes to the front. She took a slow breath. Her
lungs still remembered the smell of her own kitchen in the first
hours after the wind hit, the scent of gas from a snapped line down
the road, the sound of shingles tearing free.
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She pushed it away. Sunday had arrived.

People settled. Chairs scraped. A child fussed, then quieted when
his father rocked him. Someone coughed into their sleeve. A few
whispers moved through the room, then faded as Pastor Whitaker
stepped to the front.

He did not stand behind a pulpit. He stood beside the small table
with the open Bible. The lantern beside it threw light up onto his
face. It made the lines around his eyes deeper. It made his gaze
steady.

He looked out at the room. He did not rush.

Rebecca felt the room follow his pace. Even tired hearts leaned
toward him.

“Good morning,” Pastor Whitaker said.
A soft murmur answered him.

He nodded. “We have gathered in a place we did not expect to
gather. We have come through a week we did not expect to walk
through.” He let silence sit for a moment. “We do not have lights.
We do not have music. We do not have a bulletin.” He lifted his
Bible dightly. “We have the Word of God. We have each other.”

A woman near the front wiped her cheek with her knuckle. She
kept her eyes down.

Pastor Whitaker looked toward the door for a moment, as if he
pictured the dark sanctuary down the hall. “The church is till the
church,” he said. “It does not depend on a building. It does not
depend on sound systems and schedules. It depends on Christ.”

He placed his hand on the open page. “We will sing. Our voices
will not sound the way they usually do. Some of us feel hoarse.
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Some of usfeel empty. But we will sing.”
He turned his head dlightly. “Mrs. Alder, will you help us start.”

Mrs. Alder sat up straighter. Her white hair lay in a neat bun. She
did not stand. She did not need to. Her voice came out strong.

“Amazing grace,” she began.

The room joined in, slow at first. Then the words gathered people
together like a shared rope pulled tight.

Rebecca sang too. She kept her voice low. The hymn brought old
memory with it, memories of childhood Sundays, of her mother’s
hand at the small of her back guiding her to a pew. It brought the
smell of polished wood and choir robes.

Now the air smelled like rain and soup and damp coats. The hymn
still held.

Rebecca glanced at Caleb. He sang, but he kept his eyes down. His
voice carried more than she expected. It sounded rough, like it had
been sanded by distance.

Thelast line faded. A hush settled, thick and tender.
Pastor Whitaker nodded once. “Thank you.”
He drew a slow breath. “We will pray.”

People bowed their heads. Some reached for hands. Rebeccafelt a
warm touch at her elbow. She looked down and saw Mrs. Ramirez
beside her, a church volunteer with a steady smile even when her
own house had lost part of its porch roof. Mrs. Ramirez clasped
Rebecca’ s hand.

Rebecca held on.

Pastor Whitaker’s voice lowered. “Lord, You are our refuge and
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strength, a very present help in trouble.” He paused. He did not
rush the words. “We have seen trouble this week. We have heard
trees crack. We have watched roofs tear away. We have walked
through dark streets and felt the fear risein our throats.”

Rebecca swallowed. Her eyes stayed closed. She saw her own
kitchen window, the glass trembling under the wind. She felt the
hel plessness again.

Pastor Whitaker continued. “We have also seen kindness. We have
seen neighbors carry generators and water and hot meals. We have
seen men and women work until their hands shook with
exhaustion. We have seen Y ou provide.”

He paused again. “Weask Y outo hold those who have lost homes.
Comfort them. Give them courage for the days ahead.”

A low murmur of agreement moved through the room.

“Weask Y outo protect those working on the lines and roads. Keep
them safe. Give them wisdom.”

Caleb’' s head stayed bowed. His hands tightened together.

“We ask You to cam the anxious hearts,” Pastor Whitaker said.
“Let peace rise where fear has lived.”

Rebecca felt Mrs. Ramirez squeeze her hand. Rebecca squeezed
back.

“AndLord,” Pastor Whitaker said, “we ask Y outo rebuild what the
wind has torn. The visible things. The hidden things. Build our
liveson You.”

He finished with a quiet amen.

The room echoed it, soft but sure.
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Pastor Whitaker opened his eyes. He looked across faces. “I will
read Psalm forty-six.”

He read dowly, each word landing. When he reached the line
about waters roaring and foaming, a baby cried out, then quieted
again. When he read about God being in the midst of her, she shall
not be moved, Rebecca felt her throat tighten.

She did not want to cry. She did not want to feel this open. She had
spent a week staying competent. She had made lists. She had
organized supplies. She had made decisions at school over the
phone with no internet and only a small reserve of battery power.

She had stayed upright.

Now her heart did not stay so controlled. It lifted toward something
steady and it ached.

Pastor Whitaker closed the Bible partway, then left a finger
between the pages. “Wewill speak plain today,” he said. “No long
sermon. No performance.” He looked toward the back. “We will
give testimony. We will share what the Lord has done, and what
we need Him to do.”

Rebecca's stomach tightened. She did not want to speak. She
wanted to sit invisible.

Pastor Whitaker’s gaze moved over the room. “If someone feels
led, stand where you are.”

For amoment no one moved.

Then Mr. Lawson stood. He owned a small farm on the edge of
town. His barn had lost half its roof. He held his cap in his hands as
if it might keep him from shaking.

“| do not have much,” Mr. Lawson said. His voice cracked. He
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cleared his throat. “I have been angry this week.” He paused and
looked down. “I have said things | should not have said. | have
looked at the damage and felt like the Lord forgot my address.”

A few quiet murmurs moved through the room. No one judged
him. They had al thought similar thoughts in the dark.

Mr. Lawson swallowed. “Then my neighbor came with atarp and
nails. He did not ask. He did not wait. He climbed up and he
helped. And | remembered the Lord did not forget me.”

Mr. Lawson’s eyes shone. “I am grateful. | am still tired. | till do
not know how we will pay for the rest. But | am grateful.”

He sat down slow.
Pastor Whitaker nodded. “ Thank you.”

A woman stood next. She spoke of her children sleeping in the car
the first night because their windows had shattered and the rain had
come in. She spoke of fear. She spoke of a stranger who stopped
and helped her tape plastic over the frames. She spoke of prayer
whispered under a streetlight.

Another man stood and thanked the line crews. He did not speak
long. His voice shook when he said his mother’s oxygen machine
had stayed running because someone brought a generator before
dawn. The room murmured again, a quiet sound of shared relief.

Rebecca listened. She held each story like a small stone in her
hand. Heavy. True.

She glanced toward Caleb again. He kept his gaze down. He
listened hard. His shoulders eased a fraction when the man spoke
of the oxygen machine.

Pastor Whitaker waited after each person spoke. He did not fill the
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air. He let the room carry what had been said.
Then he turned dlightly and looked at Caleb.
Rebecca' s breath caught.

Pastor Whitaker did not point. He did not call him out in a harsh
way. He smply spoke his name like a welcome.

“Cdeb Foster,” he said.

Caleb lifted his head. His eyes met Pastor Whitaker’s, then flicked
away, then returned. He looked like a man who had stood in storms
for work and till feared one quiet room.

Pastor Whitaker’s tone stayed gentle. “If you want to speak, you
may.”

Caleb’ sthroat moved. He looked down at his hands. He rubbed his
thumb over a knuckle. Then he stood.

The chair legs scraped. The sound seemed loud.

Caleb did not step forward. He stayed in his place near the wall. He
faced the room. Lantern light did not reach him well, so his face sat
half in shadow.

He cleared his throat. “I do not know what to say.” He paused. He
looked toward the floor again. “My crew and | came in to restore
power. That is the assignment.” He lifted his gaze and looked
toward Pastor Whitaker, then the room. “It iswork. It is hard. It is
dangerous. But it iswork | know.”

He took a breath. “I grew up near here.” His eyes moved once,
quick, across Rebecca’'s row, then away. “| have been gone along
time.”

Rebecca kept her face till. Her heart did not stay still.
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Caleb’'s voice lowered. “I have driven through towns after storms
before. | have seen damage. | have seen people lose what they
built. This week felt different because | knew some of the roads. |
recognized the trees. | remembered the bend by the river.”

He swallowed. “1 want to say thank you. | have heard people bring
food to our trucks. | have seen people step back from downed lines
and trust us to do the job. | have seen patience when we could not
give answers yet.”

His jaw flexed. “I also want to say | am sorry for the ones we have
not reached yet. We are working. We will keep working.”

A small rustle moved through the room. A few heads nodded. No
one blamed him. They had seen the effort.

Caleb’ s hands tightened on the back of the chair in front of him. “I
do not know if | belong here,” he said, quiet.

Rebeccafelt those words land in her chest.

Caleb looked toward Pastor Whitaker. “But | know this. When the
wind hit, it did not ask who belonged. It did not ask who stayed
and who left. It hit usall.”

He paused and seemed to fight for the next words. “If God is a
refuge, then | need refuge too.”

He stopped. He drew a breath through hisnose. “That is all.”
He sat down.

Silence held for a moment, then people murmured amen in low
tones. Not everyone said it. Enough did.

Rebecca stared at the lantern flame on the front table. It wavered a
little when someone shifted in their seat. She felt heat behind her
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eyes. She blinked it back.
Pastor Whitaker’ s voice stayed calm. “Thank you, Caleb.”
He looked across the room again. “Any others.”

A young mother stood and asked prayer for her husband who had
gone out with a chainsaw crew. An elderly man asked prayer for
his sister in a neighboring town who had lost her home. A teenage
boy asked prayer for his friend whose father had been injured by a
fallen branch.

Pastor Whitaker listened. He repeated each request. He did not
promise easy outcomes. He promised prayer.

Rebecca felt the ache of her own unspoken request. She wanted
prayer for the place in her heart she kept boarded up. She wanted
prayer for the grief she carried like a stone in her pocket. She
wanted prayer for the anger she had learned to hide under
competence.

She did not stand.

Pastor Whitaker glanced toward her once as if he knew. He did not
press.

He moved back to the Bible and turned pages. “Mark chapter
four,” he said. “A short passage.”

He read of the boat on the sea. He read of waves breaking over it.
He read of Jesus aseep on a cushion. He read of the disciples
afraid.

Rebecca had heard the story since childhood. It still caught her
every time. The fear. The accusation. The calm.

Pastor Whitaker read the words, “Peace, be still.” He did not raise
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hisvoice. Theroom held theline like it mattered.

He closed the Bible and looked up. “This week has felt like a storm
on the sea,” he said. “Some of us have said what the disciples
said.” He let his gaze move slowly. “Do Y ou not care.”

Rebecca s mouth went dry. She had said those words in her head
while she stared at her dark hallway at three in the morning.

Pastor Whitaker’ s voice stayed steady. “The Lord cares. The Lord
does not always stop the wind before it hits. He does not always
keep the waves from coming over the side.” He paused. “He stays
with His people.”

A baby cooed softly. A chair creaked.

Pastor Whitaker continued. “He speaks peace. Sometimes He
speaks it into the storm outside. Sometimes He speaks it into the
storminside.”

Rebecca' s fingers curled around her mug again even though it sat
empty now. She held it like an anchor.

Pastor Whitaker looked down a the Bible again. “lsaiah
forty-three,” he said, and he read, “When you pass through the
waters, | will be with you.”

He lifted his eyes. “ Through,” he said. “Not around. Through.”

Rebecca drew a slow breath. The word through felt like a path she
did not want and still had to walk.

Pastor Whitaker shut the Bible. He rested both hands on it for a
moment. “Wewill sing again,” he said. “Then we will take a few
minutes to pray in small groups. For those who want to.”

People shifted. Some reached for hands again.
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Mrs. Alder started another hymn, softer this time. “It is well with
my soul.”

Rebecca did not like the hymn today. It asked too much. The
words felt too clean for the broken roofs and the muddy roads.

She sang anyway. Her voice caught on the line about sorrows like
sea billowsroll. She swallowed hard and pushed the sound out.

Across the room, Caleb sang too. His gaze stayed low. His
shoulders rose and fell with a slow breath.

When the hymn ended, Pastor Whitaker spoke again. “If you want
to pray with someone, please do. If you want to sit in silence,
please do.” He pointed gently. “There is no wrong way to bring
your heart to the Lord.”

People turned toward each other. Small circles formed. Knees
angled close. Hands reached.

Mrs. Ramirez touched Rebecca' s arm. “Do you want to pray,” she
asked.

Rebecca hesitated. Her mind flashed with tasks. Lunch planning.
Shelter rotation. Checking on the McBride family who had lost
their roof. Calling the district superintendent about school closures.

All of it waited.
“Yes,” Rebeccasaid, quiet. “Yes.”

Mrs. Ramirez smiled. She pulled her closer into a small group with
two others, Mrs. Alder and Mr. Jenkins, a church elder whose
voice always shook when he prayed.

They bowed their heads.
Mrs. Ramirez prayed first. She thanked God for protection. She
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asked for strength. She asked for wisdom. Her voice held warmth
and grit.

Mr. Jenkins prayed next. He prayed for the line workers by name
where he knew them. He prayed for Derek, one of Caleb’s crew,
because he had met him in the lot and seen how tired he looked. He
prayed for those without insurance. He prayed for those too proud
to ask for help.

Then Mrs. Alder prayed, simple and direct. “Lord, keep us from
bitterness,” she said. “Keep us from blaming. Keep us close to
You.”

Her words pierced Rebecca.

Rebecca’ sturn came. Shefelt it like ahand at her back pushing her
forward.

She kept her head bowed. Her throat tightened.

“Lord,” she began. Her voice came out small. “Thank You for
keeping Maple Ridge.” She swallowed. “Thank You for keeping
my family.”

Her mother had moved in with her years ago after her hedth
changed. Her mother slept in a back room at the fellowship hall
now, wrapped in quilts. Rebecca had checked on her three timesin
the night.

Rebecca continued. “Please help me...” She stopped. The words
tangled.

Mrs. Ramirez squeezed her hand again. It steadied her.

“Please help me trust Y ou,” Rebecca said. Her voice shook. “1 have
tried to hold everything together this week. | do not know how to
stop.” She drew a breath. “1 do not know how to rest.”
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The words landed with quiet honesty. Her eyes burned.

“Please give peace,” she whispered. “Please give sleep. Please...”
She paused. The next request rose up, sharp and old. She did not
know if she should say it. She said it anyway. “Please heal what |
have kept shut.”

She could not say his name in prayer with others holding her
hands. The thought of it made her chest hurt. She stayed with the
general words and hoped the Lord heard the specific ones.

She finished with amen. Her voice sounded like a broken thread.
The group murmured amen with her.

When they lifted their heads, Mrs. Alder studied Rebecca's face
with gentle sharpness. “The Lord hears,” Mrs. Alder said. “Even
when a person does not know how to say it right.”

Rebecca nodded. She looked down at her mug. Her hands trembled
alittle.

Around the room, other prayers rose and fell. Some people cried.
Some people sat silent with eyes closed. Some held their children
close. The lanterns flickered slightly as the air shifted.

Rebecca glanced toward the back. Caleb sat alone. He did not join
a group. He sat with his hands clasped and his head bowed. His
lips moved once, then stilled.

Pastor Whitaker moved among the circles, careful and quiet. He
crouched beside a man with a bandaged hand. He stood behind a
woman with red eyes and rested his hand on her shoulder for a
moment. He paused near Caleb, but he did not speak. He only
stood beside him like a guard, then moved on.

After a while, Pastor Whitaker stepped back to the front. People
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looked up, one by one. The room quieted.
“We will take communion,” Pastor Whitaker said.

A soft stir moved through the hall. No one had expected it. No one
had prepared for it with crisp trays and polished silver.

Pastor Whitaker nodded as if he understood the surprise. “Wehave
what we have,” he said.

Rebecca rose and went to the kitchen area. She opened a cabinet
and pulled out a sleeve of crackers meant for soup nights. She
found a bottle of grape juice someone had brought from home and
set on the counter with other supplies. It had been waiting for a
good use.

She carried both to the front table. Her steps felt Slow. The room
watched her, but not with pressure. With gratitude.

Pastor Whitaker met her at the table. “Thank you, Rebecca,” he
said, low.

She nodded. “Y ou are welcome.”

His eyes held hers for a moment. He seemed to see behind her
competence to the tired place inside.

He did not say more. He did not need to.

He lifted the crackers. “On the night He was betrayed,” he began,
and his voice stayed plain.

Rebecca listened. The words felt different in the dim fellowship
hall. Betrayed. Broken. Given.

Pastor Whitaker broke the crackers into pieces with his hands. The
sound snapped quiet in the room.

He handed pieces to Mr. Jenkins, who began to pass them row by
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row. People held out open palms. Some bowed their heads as they
received them. Some stared at the small piece as if it held a
promise they needed to believe.

Rebecca took her piece and held it between finger and thumb. It
felt dry and fragile.

She watched as the crackers moved toward the back row. Caeb
reached out and took one. He did it with care, as if he did not
deserveit.

Rebecca looked away.

Pastor Whitaker lifted the grape juice bottle. He poured it into
small paper cups borrowed from the kitchen. Mrs. Ramirez helped
pass the cups. The juice caught lantern light and looked dark.

When each person held the cup, Pastor Whitaker spoke again.
“This cup is the new covenant in His blood,” he said. “Poured out
for the forgiveness of sins.”

Forgiveness.

Rebecca' s chest tightened. She thought of old words spoken in
anger. She thought of silence that had lasted years. She thought of
how forgiveness sounded clean from a distance and felt costly up
close.

Pastor Whitaker bowed his head. “Lord, thank You,” he said. “We
remember Y ou. Wetrust You. We need You.”

People ate and drank. The room stayed quiet except for soft paper
sounds and a child’s small whisper.

Rebecca swallowed the juice. It tasted sweet and sharp. It left a
sting at the back of her throat.
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Pastor Whitaker set the bottle down. He looked out at the room
again. “Wewill close with one more song,” he said. “Then we will
share ameal together. Some of you need to rest afterward. Some of
you need to work. We will do both. We will do it in order.”

A tired chuckle rose from someone near the middle. It faded into a
soft sigh.

They sang the doxology. No instruments. Only voices. The sound
rose thin at first, then steadied. It filled the room better than any
speaker system.

“Praise God from whom all blessings flow.”

Rebecca sang the words and felt their weight. Blessings did not
look like normal blessings today. They looked like tarps and
chainsaws and casseroles baked in borrowed ovens. They looked
like lantern light and a cup of grape juice in paper.

They looked like people staying.
When the song ended, Pastor Whitaker lifted his hand. “Go in
peace,” he said. “Serve the Lord with gladness.” His gaze swept

across faces. “And if gladness feels far, serve Him with faith. He
will meet His people.”

People stood. Chairs scraped. Babies woke and fussed. Coats went
on. Conversations started in low tones, then warmed.

Rebecca moved toward the kitchen. She began to organize bowls
and paper plates. Her hands returned to work on instinct. She set
out muffins. She cut up apples. She poured more coffee. She
listened as people spoke.

A woman talked about a tree still on her roof. A man offered to
bring his saw after lunch. Two teenagers argued softly over who

249



had taken the last clean blanket to their grandmother.
Normal lifetried to press back in.

Rebecca kept stacking napkins. She kept her face calm. Her mind
stayed busy.

Then she heard Caleb’ s voice behind her.
“Rebecca.”

She froze with a stack of platesin her hands.
She turned.

Caleb stood near the kitchen doorway. The lantern light caught the
edge of hisface. His eyeslooked tired. His jaw sat set, but his gaze
held careful respect.

People moved behind him, carrying cups, heading toward the food.
No one seemed to notice the space between them. Or maybe they
did and pretended they did not.

Rebecca set the plates down. Her palms felt damp. “Caleb,” she
said.

His throat moved. “I did not know if you would be here today.”
She stared at him. “Thisiswhere everyoneis.”

He nodded once. “Yes.”

Silence sat between them. It carried years.

Rebecca kept her voice even. “Did you get a meal aready. Your
crew iswelcome to eat.”

“1 will eat later,” he said. “1 need to check on them first.”
She nodded. “All right.”
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He did not leave. He looked past her for a moment, at the rows of
people, at Pastor Whitaker speaking to a family near the front. He
looked back to Rebecca.

“1 heard you pray,” he said.

Heat climbed Rebecca's neck. Her eyes narrowed. “You were in
the back.”

His voice stayed low. “The room was quiet.”

Rebecca' s hands curled against the counter edge. “People pray
here,” she said. “It isachurch.”

He nodded. “Yes.”

He shifted his weight, like a man trying to find the right footing on
slick ground. “ Y ou said you tried to hold everything together.”

Rebecca s mouth tightened. “I did not mean for anyone to listen.”
“1 did not mean to hear it,” he said.

She studied him. His expression held no accusation. Only
recognition.

Caleb's gaze dropped to her hands, then lifted again. “You have
always held things together,” he said, quiet.

The words did not feel like praise. They felt like asmall ache.

Rebecca looked away toward the coffee pot. Steam rose faintly.
The scent of burnt grounds clung to the air.

“1 do what needs doing,” she said.
Caleb nodded. “1 know.”

A child ran past, laughing, chased by another child. Their mother
called after them in atired voice. Caleb and Rebecca stayed still
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while the noise passed like a brief gust of wind.

Caleb spoke again. “Pastor Whitaker read the passage about the
storm.”

Rebecca kept her eyes on the counter. “He did.”

Caleb’'s voice roughened. “1 have been in storms for work. | have
seen towns shake. | have seen people lose homes.” He paused. “I
have not seen... what | saw in there today.”

Rebeccalooked at him then. “What did you see.”

He held her gaze. “People who have no reason to sing, and they
sang.”

Rebecca swallowed. Her eyes stung again. She hated how close
tears stayed this morning. She had no energy left for holding them
back.

Caleb’ s voice softened. “I forgot what that looked like.”

Rebecca' s throat tightened. She forced her voice steady. “Maple
Ridge does not do show. People mean what they do.”

“1 know,” he said. His eyes held hers. “I forgot. Or | told myself |
forgot.”

Rebecca took a slow breath. She set her hands flat on the counter.
“Why are you speaking to me now,” she asked, quiet.

Caleb did not flinch. He looked like a man who had asked himself
the same question all week.

“Because | saw you,” he said. “In there. Praying.” His jaw
tightened. “And | realized | have spent years pretending | do not
need to speak to you. | do not want to keep doing that.”

Rebecca s heart hammered. Her voice came out thin. “This is not
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the time.”
His gaze held steady. “You areright.”

He paused. “But it is Sunday,” he said. “ And the power is out. And
everything feels stripped down to what is true.” He swallowed. “I
did not come in here to reopen wounds. | came to say | am glad
you are safe.”

Rebecca stared at him. The words should have been simple. They
should have been easy.

They were not.
She nodded once. “1 am safe,” she said. “My mother is safe too.”
Relief crossed his face, quick and honest. “Good.”

A woman called Rebecca s name from the far end of the kitchen.
“Rebecca, do we have any more peanut butter for the kids.”

Rebecca turned her head. “Y es. Bottom cabinet.”

She looked back at Caleb. The moment had shifted. The room
pulled at her again.

Caleb stepped back afraction. “I will not keep you,” he said.
Rebecca swallowed. “ Thank you.”
He hesitated. “If you havetime later... | would like to talk.”

Her stomach clenched. “About the power restoration,” she said,
trying to keep it safe.

His eyes stayed on hers. “ About what is between us.”

Rebecca felt the old pain rise, sharp and familiar. She also felt
something else beneath it. A small pull toward honesty she had
avoided for years.
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She forced her face still. “Later,” she said.

Caleb nodded once. He did not press.

He turned to leave, then stopped. He looked back. “ Rebecca.”
She lifted her eyes.

His voice dropped even lower. “I am sorry,” he said.

He did not explain. He did not name what he meant. He did not
need to. The apology hung there, plain and heavy.

Rebecca could not answer. Her throat closed.

Caleb held her gaze one more moment, then walked away into the
moving crowd.

Rebecca stood still. The fellowship hall felt warmer now from
bodies and food. Lantern light flickered on faces. Voicesrose. Life
pressed forward.

Her hands trembled. She opened the bottom cabinet and took out
the peanut butter jar for the kids. She set it on the counter, then
braced her palm against the wood.

She whispered a prayer under her breath, too quiet for anyone to
hear.

“Lord, give peace.”

Outside, rain kept tapping the windows. The town still sat broken
in places. The roads still held mud. The lines till lay down in
ditches.

Inside, people ate and spoke and laughed in small tired bursts.
Sunday held without power. It held anyway.
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Chapter 13

Repairing What Was L eft Open

Rain streamed off the fellowship hall gutters, the sky dull and
heavy. Mud caked boots and tires. Though the storm had passed,
its presence lingered in wreckage and in the hush people carried.

Rebecca Morgan stood in the supply room, clipboard against her
ribs. The space smelled of bleach, damp cardboard, and old
hymnals stored in boxes. A space heater blew weak warmth near
the doorway while she scanned her list: lanterns, batteries, bottled
water, diapers, contractor bags. Her pencil hovered before she
flexed her cramped fingers.

Outside, voices mingled—Ilaughter from a child and an adult’ s soft
shushing. The fellowship hall had become a refuge, holding grief
and prayer alongside soup and cots.

Footsteps stopped at the doorway. Rebecca knew the pace without
looking.

Caleb Foster stood there, rain dotting his shoulders, a knit cap
pulled low. His jacket hung open, and he held a cardboard tray
with two cups of coffee. He paused as though waiting for
permission to enter.

Rebecca glanced at the cups. “Do not waste coffee on me.”
“It is not wasted,” he replied.

He stepped inside, holding a cup out to her. His hand was steady;
his eyes, less so. She took it, the warmth reassuring. The scent of
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strong, plain coffee struck her—a memory she tried not to name.
“Thank you,” she said.

Caleb leaned against the doorframe, careful not to block the exit,
giving space like it was an offering. “You have been at this since
the storm.”

“1 have been at this since Sunday morning,” she corrected.
“That is still the storm,” he said.

Rebecca wrote on her clipboard; the pencil scratched too hard,
irritating her nerves. Caleb’s gaze shifted to the supply room’s
boxes of clothes and cleaning supplies, bundled donations filling
every corner.

“Y ou asked for more blankets,” he said.
“I did.”

“1 told Derek,” he replied.

She nodded. “Derek listens to you.”
“He listens to the work.”

Rebecca placed her coffee beside paper plates on a shelf. The small
ritual steadied her. Caleb cleared his throat.

“You said later,” he began.
Her stomach tightened. “I said later. | did not say now.”

“1 know. | will not push,” he said. “But walking past like we have
no history... it feelswrong.”

She tapped her pencil against the clipboard, avoiding his gaze. Her
voice stayed focused. “We have roofs missing. People are sleeping
on cots. Children are asking when the lights will be back. Talk to
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me about the lights.”

“1 will talk about the lights all day,” he said. “But we still share the
same room. You still ook through me.”

Rebecca flinched, hating how true it was.

Caleb stepped forward cautiously. “Give me five minutes. After
that, | will leave if you want me gone.”

Rebecca hesitated, then said, “Five. Not ten.”

Caleb nodded. He set his cup down, folded his hands, and waited.
“Fiveisyours,” she said.

Caleb spoke quietly. “Y our mother is safe?’

“Sheis,” Rebeccareplied. “Refusesto stay here. She says the Lord
kept her through harder nights.”

“Sheisstrong,” Caleb said.

“She is faithful,” Rebecca corrected. “What did you come here to
say?

“When Derek mentioned your name, it felt like the storm hit
twice,” Caleb admitted. “I thought | had walked through enough
damage. But seeing you in the middle of all of this—it brought up
things | did not expect.”

Rebecca s throat burned. “What did it bring?’

“Regret,” Caleb answered.

Rebecca exhaled sharply. “Regret does not fix anything.”
“No,” he admitted. “It does not undo the past.”

“Do not act like | had no part init,” she snapped.
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Caleb blinked. “I did not mean that.”

“You left,” shesaid flatly. “Y ou turned away and kept going.”
He held her gaze. | looked back.”

“Then why did you leave?’ she demanded.

Silence hung between them, heavy and raw.

“Because | thought it was the only way to stop you from bleeding,”
Caleb said softly.

Tears pricked Rebecca's eyes. “You did not get to decide what |
could carry.”

“| seethat now,” Caleb said.

Her accusations spilled out. *Y ou promised you would come back.
You sent letters, and then you stopped. You missed everything
important.”

Caleb nodded painfully. “I did.”

“You broke my heart,” she said. “It would have been easier if you
had not cared.”

“| cared,” Caleb said quietly. “That iswhat made it worse.”

Caleb revealed his burden: the accident. The night he had taken his
father’ s truck and wrecked it, forcing his father to take the blame.

Rebecca steadied herself against the table. The untold truth
shattered her composure. Caleb described his guilt—how he left
Maple Ridge, driven by shame and his father’s insistence that it
was better for everyone.

“You let everyone think you were fine while | thought | was not
enough,” Rebecca said bitterly.
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Caleb did not defend himself, only admitted, “I should have trusted
you. Trusted God.”

Rebecca stepped back. Her voice shook. “You owed the truth,
Caeb.”

He agreed, “I did. | oweit till.”

Tension lingered as someone called her name from the hall. Caleb
watched her, waiting.

“Yousaid you wanted forgiveness,” Rebecca said pointedly. “You
will not earn it pretending | am fragile.”

“You are not fragile,” Caleb answered sincerely.
“1 know,” Rebecca said. “Do not waste this.”
“1 will not.”

Rebecca walked into the fellowship hall, her chest aching but her
steps steady. The room hummed with quiet hustle—cots,
casseroles, lanterns. People leaned on Rebecca’ s voice and calm.

She checked with Mrs. Alder, moved through the needs, and found
her rhythm. Y et Caleb’s confession stayed with her, unsettling her
balance in away that felt both painful and freeing.

Outside, the mist had replaced the rain. Maple Ridge remained
quiet in the wreckage, its recovery slow but steady. Rebecca
walked briefly into the cold air, joining Pastor Whitaker under the
awning.

“The Lord carries us,” Pastor Whitaker said softly.
Rebecca nodded, her emotions guarded. “Yes.”

Pastor Whitaker observed her with cam patience. “You do not
carry thisaone.”
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“1 know,” Rebecca answered.
He added gently, “Caleb Foster spoke with me this morning.”
Rebeccafroze. “ About what?’

“He asked about the church needs,” Pastor Whitaker said, his tone
steady. “And about you.”

Rebecca swallowed her unease. “What did you tell him?’
“That truth matters, but wisdom matters too,” Pastor Whitaker

said. “Healing requires care.”
Rebecca blinked fast. “1 want peace.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded knowingly. “Peace comes in the Lord's
time—not ours.”

Later, back inside, Rebecca watched Caleb addressing his crew.
His steady resolve renewed something quiet inside her—a
recognition of the man she once knew.

The fellowship hall filled again with low voices and tired faces as
Rebecca worked late into the evening, her clipboard her anchor.
Caleb checked in briefly with updates, his exhaustion clear.

At the end of their brief interaction, he paused in the hallway.
“When | leave, | will not disappear without words again,” Caleb
said. “| promise.”

Rebecca’ s voice held authority. “ Then keep it.”
“I will,” Caleb affirmed.

Rebecca let her hand brush his arm in a moment of quiet, poignant
connection before stepping away. Caleb stood still, absorbing her
words—the weight of accountability and grace.
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That night, after the generator wound down, Rebecca stared at the
misted glass. Her whispered prayer fell into the silence: “Lord,
teach me what to do with what is open.”

Grace was slow but steady, like the recovery unfolding in Maple
Ridge. The storm’'s destruction had revealed deeper aches and
buried truths. Y et within the wreckage, Rebecca felt the beginnings
of something else—a door cracked open, letting in cold and warm
air alike.

Rebecca sat on the edge of the folding chair by the window. The
lantern light had been turned low to save fudl. It threw a small
circle on the floor, weak against the dark corners of the fellowship
hall.

Outside, the mist kept moving. It clung to the glass and made the
parking lot lights blur.

Inside, people dept in pieces. A cough. A soft snore. A child's
restless foot against a cot frame. The building creaked as if it
carried weight in its bones.

Rebecca held her hands together in her lap to stop them from
trembling. She could still see Caleb’s face when he said he should
have trusted her. She could still hear it. Not loud. Not begging. Just
true.

Her throat tightened. She pressed her palm to the side of her neck
and breathed slow.

She looked down at her clipboard on the chair beside her. The list
felt endless. Names. Medications. Homes with broken windows. A
man who needed insulin kept cold. A woman whose roof was
gone. A couple seeping in their truck because they did not want to
be a burden.
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Rebecca had carried all of it like it was her job to hold the town
together. She had been good at it. She had also been tired for years.

A floorboard creaked behind her.

She did not turn at first. She already knew the weight of those
steps.

Caleb stopped a few feet away. He did not come close enough to
corner her. He stood with his hands at his sides, hard hat tucked
under one arm, his jacket damp at the cuffs. His face looked older
inthe dim light, lined at the eyes. The same eyes. Steadier now.

“1 did not mean to disturb you,” he said.
“You did not,” she answered.

He nodded once, like he was grateful for small mercy. He glanced
across the cots. “1 should be at the trailer. Derek has the radio.”

“Then go,” Rebecca said. Her voice stayed even.
Caleb did not move. “1 will. | wanted to say something first.”

Rebecca turned her head and looked at him. The lantern light
caught the edge of his cheekbone. His jaw tightened, then eased.

“l am sorry,” he said. “Not the kind of sorry that asks you to make
it feel better. Just sorry because it was wrong.”

Rebecca stared at him. The apology did not fix the years. It did not
undo what she had sat with alone. But it landed. Quiet. Heavy.

She looked back at the window. Mist crawled down the glass in
slow trails. “I do not know what to do with it,” she said. “Part of
me wants to set it down. Another part of me does not want to give
it up. It feelslikeif | let go, it meansit did not matter.”

Caleb’ s voice came soft. “It mattered.”
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She swallowed. “1 waited. For a long time. | told myself | was
being faithful. Then | realized | wasjust afraid to move.”

Caleb shifted hisweight, careful. “I was afraid too.”
Rebeccalet out one breath, short. “Y ou ran.”

“I did,” he said. “I ran from the truth, and | ran from what |
wanted. | ran from you.”

The words hit her like cold water. Not because she had not known
it, but because he named it.

Rebecca looked down at her hands again. Her wedding ring finger
was bare. It always had been. There had been other men, other
chances. None that held. Some were kind. Some were not. None
had been Caleb.

“That night you stopped writing,” she said, “I remember the sound
of the mailbox lid. | walked out in the dark, and it was empty. |
stood there with my robe pulled tight and | thought | had done
something wrong.”

Caleb's breath caught. He looked toward the floor, then back up.
“You did not.”

Rebecca s eyes burned. She blinked hard until the heat settled. She
would not let tears spill here. Not with sleeping families around
them, not with the town leaning on her steadiness.

Caleb took a small step closer, then stopped again. “My father
made me promise,” he said. “He said leaving was the only way to
keep the story from spreading. He thought it would protect him.
Protect me. Protect you.”

Rebecca slips pressed together. “It did not protect me.”
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“No,” Caeb said. “It did not. | am sorry.”

Rebecca breathed in the smell of damp wool and soup cooled in a
pot somewhere. The building smelled like people trying to endure.

“What do you want from me now,” she asked, low.

Caleb held her gaze. “I do not want anything from you that you do
not choose to give. | want to do what is right. | want to stay honest.
If you say we only talk about repairs, then | will do that. If you say
you do not want me near you at all, | will respect it. | will still do
the work.”

Rebecca listened for the edge of demand. There was none. That
amost hurt more. It meant he had changed, or he had finaly
learned how to be careful with someone else’s heart.

A baby fussed across the room. A tired mother murmured and the
sound softened again.

Rebecca looked at Caleb’'s hands. They were scraped raw. His
knuckles held old scars under new ones. He had been out in the
wreckage all day, doing what his job demanded, doing what the
town needed. She could not deny that part of him still drew her.
The steadiness. The way he showed up.

“You cannot fix the past,” she said.
“1 know,” he answered. “But | can stop making it worse.”

Rebecca leaned back in the chair. The metal creaked. She stared up
at the celling tiles, stained in spots where leaks had been patched
long ago. The church had always been like that. Imperfect, still
standing.

“Pastor Whitaker told me peace comes in the Lord's time,” she
said.
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Caleb nodded. “Heisright.”

Rebecca gave a small, tired sound that was almost a laugh, but not
warm. “Heisawaysright.”

Caleb’s mouth tightened. “I know | cannot ask you to trust me. |
have not earned that.”

Rebecca closed her eyes for amoment. When she opened them, she
looked at him straight. “Then do not ask,” she said. “Do the next
right thing. Every day. Let that be enough.”

Caleb’ s shoulders lowered, asif he had been holding himself up by
force. “I can do that.”

Rebecca hesitated. The words inside her were sharp and soft at the
same time. She hated that he still mattered. She hated that she
wanted him to understand her, even now.

“If you leave again,” she said, “it will not just be about me. The
town needs steady men right now. They need someone who does
not vanish when it gets hard.”

Caeb’'sface held stillness, then resolve. “1 will not vanish.”
Rebecca nodded once. “Good.”
He waited, like he was not sure if the moment was finished.

Rebecca reached for the clipboard. She lifted it, then set it back
down. Her fingers felt stiff. “There are two families in the back
room who need tarps tomorrow. And the Jensens have an elderly
neighbor with a broken step.”

Caleb listened, grateful for tasks, for something solid. “1 will put it
on the list. I can send one of my guys with a truck after we finish
the feeder line.”
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Rebecca watched him take in the details. He did not dismissit. He
did not treat it like small work. It was not small. Not to the person
whose foot might dlip.

“You dtill keep lists,” he said.
Rebecca looked at him. “ Someone has to.”
Caleb nodded. Y ou always did. Even when we were kids.”

Rebecca felt the sting of that memory. The two of them in the old
school hallway, her planner tucked under her arm, Caleb smiling
like he had all the time in the world.

She stood. The chair scraped softly. She kept her voice low. “We
were not kids when you |eft.”

“1 know,” Caleb said. “That iswhy it was worse.”

Rebecca stepped closer, then stopped herself. She did not want to
reach for him again. Not yet. She did not trust her own hunger for
relief.

Caleb seemed to understand. He shifted back, giving her space
without being told.

Rebecca looked past him toward the double doors. The hallway
was dark beyond the lantern reach. “Go get some sleep,” she said.
“You look like you have been hit by atruck.”

Caleb's eyes held a flicker of something painful, then he gave a
small nod. “1 deserved that.”

Rebecca did not soften it. “Yes.”
He held her gaze another besat. “ Thank you for letting me speak.”

Rebecca took a breath. Her chest felt tight, but steadier. “Do not
make tonight a performance,” she said. “Truth isnot atool.”
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Caleb’ s answer came quick. “Itisnot.”

He turned and walked away, careful with his boots on the old floor.
He paused at the door and looked back once, like he wanted to say
more. He did not. He | eft.

Rebecca stayed standing by the window. She watched the mist
move over the lot. The air inside felt warmer than it should have,
heavy with bodies and need.

She brought her hand up and pressed her fingertips to the glass. It
was cold. It grounded her.

Her prayer did not come out as polished words. It came as asimple
plea. “Lord, give me wisdom,” she whispered. “Help me not to
punish him forever. Help me not to rush what is not ready.”

The lantern flame trembled once.

Rebecca turned away from the window and picked up her
clipboard again. The town would wake before daylight. Needs
would surface like debris in a flood. She would meet them as she
always had.

But something inside her had shifted. Not resolved. Not healed.
Just moved.

A door left open did not have to stay open to the storm. It could be
repaired. Slowly. With care. With steady hands.

Rebecca lowered herself back into the chair. The wood pressed
hard against her back. The lantern light made the clipboard page
look yellowed, like old paper. She stared at the names, but her
mind kept stepping backward into the conversation.

She wrote anyway. One line. Then another. The pencil scratched,
steady. She clung to that sound.
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A cough rose from the far side of the room. Someone shifted on a
cot. A baby made a small, tired noise that faded fast under a hush.
The fellowship hall smelled of wet wool and soup that had been
reheated too many times. Damp boots sat in uneven rows near the
door. Mud flaked off and dried in gritty crescents.

Rebecca glanced toward the double doors again. Caleb was gone.
The air still held the shape of him for a moment, like the room had
not decided it was safe to settle.

Mrs. Alder moved near the back wall, a quilt wrapped around her
shoulders. She carried a stack of folded towels. Her steps were
slow, careful.

“You should be lying down,” Rebecca said.
Mrs. Alder gave atired look. “ So should you.”
Rebecca dlid her pencil behind her ear. “1 will. Soon.”

Mrs. Alder set the towels on a chair and looked at Rebecca with
quiet knowing. “He came back,” she said, not asking.

Rebecca kept her eyes on the paper. “He did.”

“Caleb Foster always did things like he had a reason he could not
say.” Mrs. Alder’'s voice stayed gentle. “That does not make it
right. It just makes it human.”

Rebecca swallowed. Her throat felt sore, like she had been holding
words back for days. “1 do not know what to do with him.”

Mrs. Alder nodded once. “Then do not do anything big. Do the
next right thing. For the town. For your own peace.”

Rebecca s hand tightened on the clipboard. “ Peace feels far away.”
“Peace is often built the same way this place will be,” Mrs. Alder
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said. “Board by board. Nail by nail. Slow work.”

Rebecca let the words land. Slow work. She could do slow work.
She had done it al her life.

Mrs. Alder patted the back of the chair and moved on, stopping to
check a sleeping child, then a man with hisarm in a sling. Rebecca
watched her for a moment. The older woman did not fix anything
by force. Shejust tended what was in front of her.

Rebecca turned back to the list.

Her eyes burned. She blinked hard. She refused to cry in the open,
not with people sprawled across the room depending on her steady
face. Still, the pressure stayed behind her ribs.

She wrote: Jensen, tarp. She wrote: broken step, neighbor. She
wrote: diapers, size four. She wrote: insulin, needs cooler.

The lantern flame dipped, then steadied. Somewhere outside, wind
moved through wet branches. Not the violent wind from the night
of the storm. This was softer. The kind that made a lonely sound
against a building that was holding more than it was meant to hold.

Rebecca stood and carried the clipboard to the front table. She
sorted the papers into neat stacks. Shelter list. Supply needs. Repair
requests. Utility updates. Her hands kept moving. It was how she
kept fear from taking over.

A shadow crossed the window. Headlights. Then darkness again.
Another truck in the lot. Another problem.

Rebecca set the pencil down and listened. A door shut outside.
Boots hit the steps. The outer door opened, letting in athin dlice of
damp air. Voices murmured low in the entry.

Pastor Whitaker stepped into the hall, rain jacket unzipped, his hair
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flattened by mist. His eyes found Rebeccaright away. They always
did.

“You are still up,” he said softly.

“So areyou,” Rebecca answered.

He walked closer, careful not to wake those asleep. “Any trouble.”
“No,” Rebeccasaid. Then, after abeat, “Not tonight.”

Pastor Whitaker studied her face like he could see the bruises
under the skin. “I saw Caleb leave,” he said. “He looked like a man
trying to carry a heavy box without handles.”

Rebecca s mouth tightened. “ That is his choice.”

“It was,” Pastor Whitaker agreed. He rested a hand on the table.
His fingers were rough, ink stained at the edge from notes and lists
of hisown. “How are you.”

Rebecca looked down at the stacks she had made. Straight lines.
Square corners. Order in the middle of ruin. “Tired.”

Pastor Whitaker nodded. “ Tired can make old wounds feel new.”

Rebecca did not answer. She did not need a sermon. She needed
sleep. She needed a few hours where she did not have to decide
what to do with Caleb Foster and what to do with her own heart.

Pastor Whitaker did not press. He simply stood there with her in
the lantern light, a quiet presence. Then he spoke again, low
enough that only she could hear.

“Isaiah says, When you pass through the waters, | will be with
you.” His gaze held hers. “Not if. When.”

Rebecca s chest loosened a fraction. She nodded once. “1 know.”
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“1 will check the back room,” he said. “Then | will try to rest.”

Rebecca watched him move away. The old wood floor creaked
under his steps. The room settled again.

She gathered the clipboard to her chest and exhaled. Her prayer
returned, small and plain. Not for answers. For endurance. For
mercy. For the strength to do slow work without turning it into
punishment.

She laid the clipboard down and reached for a folded blanket from
the supply bin. The fabric smelled faintly of laundry soap and
smoke from a neighbor’s wood stove. She held it for a moment,
letting that ordinary scent remind her of home.

Then she turned off the lantern at the table and left only the dim
ones aong the walls. The shadows softened. The room looked less
like a shelter and more like awaiting place.

Rebecca walked toward the cots, careful with her steps, and chose
one near the wall. She sat on the edge and finally let her shoulders
drop. Her muscles ached as if she had been holding herself upright
by will alone.

Outside, the mist continued to move across the lot. Inside, the town
dept in pieces. Rebecca lay back and pulled the blanket up to her
chin.

She did not feel healed.
Shefelt willing.
That was something.
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Chapter 14

After the Storm

Rain thinned after midnight, softening into a fine mist that streaked
down the windows of the fellowship hall. Inside, the air hung
heavy with the scent of soup, damp coats, and the heat of too many
bodies. Cots lined the walls, blankets moved with breaths, and the
occasional whimper of a child was soothed away by an exhausted
hand.

Rebecca Morgan, lantern in hand, moved softly across the creaking
floorboards. Reaching a corner, she found Mrs. Alder asleep in her
chair, chin tucked to her chest. The older woman stirred dlightly as
Rebecca draped a quilt over her shoulders.

“Rebecca?’ she murmured, her voice thick with sleep.
“1 am here,” Rebeccareplied. “Rest.”

Mrs. Alder opened her eyes briefly. “Any word on the Henderson
boy?’

Rebecca nodded. “Heis safe, with hisaunt. He ate and fell asleep.”

“Thank the Lord. He is arefuge,” Mrs. Alder whispered, her gaze
lifting to the ceiling.

Rebecca paused, letting the words settle, and raised her lantern
again. She turned and caught sight of Caleb Foster near the folding
tables. He sat alone with his shoulders hunched over an empty
soup bowl, his gaze fixed on his hands.

272



Her feet moved toward him almost involuntarily, weaving between
scattered boots, paper cups, and donated coats. She stopped at the
end of the table, the lantern light touching his face.

“Your crew issleeping,” she said quietly.

“They are,” he replied, nodding. “Derek put them in the youth
room. He said he would take first watch.”

“You should sleep,” Rebecca urged.

Caleb looked up at her, his weary eyes holding something deeper,
raw and unraveled asif the storm was still churning inside him.

“1 will,” he said, though his eyes betrayed doubt.

Quiet settled between them, pressing gently under the hum of rain
against the window.

Caleb’'s voice broke the silence. “I saw you near the window
earlier.”

“1 was watching therain,” Rebecca said softly.

He held her gaze. “Y ou were praying.”

“Yes”

Caleb shifted. “I have not prayed in along time.”
“You have not listened in along time,” Rebecca said.

Caleb exhaed, his knuckles tightening against the tabletop. “1 do
not know how to start.”

“Start with truth,” she said firmly. “God does not need polished
words.”

He stared at the lantern flame as if it could guide him. “Truth.”

Rebecca watched the dirt embedded in his hands, the marks of a
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long day spent repairing lines and climbing poles. Somehow, the
work seemed to match the solemn weight he carried.

“Rebecca,” he began hesitantly.
Her namein his voice felt like both atouch and an ache. “Yes.”
“1 saw the Morgan place today. From the road.”

Rebecca’'s chest tightened, but she did not ask. She had already
seen the broken fence, the maple split across her mother’s garden
bed, shingles scattered like debris, and the sagging porch roof
propped up by temporary posts.

“It looks worse in daylight,” she said quietly.
Caleb’ s throat bobbed. “I wanted to stop. I did not.”
“Why?" she asked, her voice sharper than she intended.

He lifted his gaze, his voice frayed. “I did not know if | had any
right.”

Rebeccalooked away. Pain pulled at her, deep and familiar. Words
about rights felt hollow after a storm that stripped everything bare.

“It is not about the roof,” she said.
“No,” Caleb agreed softly. “I was thinking about your mother.”

Rebecca inhaled sharply, but the pain was clean, sharp. She could
not bring herself to resent his speaking of her. Her mother had
always lingered in both memory and grief.

“She would have been here, serving soup to everyone,” Rebecca
said slowly. “And she would have told you to eat more.”

Caleb nodded faintly, the corners of his mouth tugging upward
with a fleeting, bittersweet smile. Then his face fell. “I missed the
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funeral.”

Rebecca had spent years trying to forget his absence. Telling
herself it had not mattered. That she had not needed him. But none
of it had been true.

“You did,” she said, her voicetight.
He stared at the tabletop. “1 heard late. | called the house.”

Rebecca remembered that call asif it had burned into her memory
forever—the kitchen phone trembling in her hand and the
steadiness of his voice cutting through her grief.

“My aunt answered,” she said ssmply.
“Yes. And she told me you did not want to talk.”

Rebecca's heart clenched in anger she had buried long ago. She
fought the rising tide of old resentment for her aunt’s well-intended
protection.

“1 did not say that,” she said, her voice firm.
Caleb’' s gaze pierced hers. “Did you want to talk?’
“Y$."

The single syllable hung heavy in the air between them, unwieldy
and raw.

Caleb exhaled, his shoulders sagging like a burden had finally been
spoken aloud. “I should have driven here,” he murmured. “1 should
have—"

“Then why did you not?’ Rebecca interrupted, her voice rising in
spite of herself.

“Because | thought you would look at me and see only my
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failures,” Caleb said. His voice cracked. “And | thought | deserved
that.”

Rebecca’'s hand moved of its own accord, her fingers resting
lightly against the back of his hand. “Y ou deserved honesty,” she
said softly. “Y ou did not deserve silence.”

Caleb's eyes lifted, shimmering with unspoken grief. “I gave you
silence first.” He swallowed painfully. “1 wanted to come back. |
wanted to keep my word.”

Rebecca let out aslow, unsteady breath. “Y ou broke my heart.”
“1 know,” Caleb said plainly.
“And | broke yourstoo,” she admitted.

His brow furrowed, and for the first time, his face mirrored
confusion. “How?”

Rebecca pulled her hand back. “I shut you out with duty,” she said.
“Faith held me together, but | used it as awall. | let it become an
excuse to push away grief—and to push away you.”

Caleb stared. “You thought needing me meant you did not trust
God enough.”

Rebecca nodded. “1 misspoke that, even to myself.”

Rain lightly kissed the window glass as Caleb’ s hand, cautious and
deliberate, eased forward to rest near hers again. Rebecca met him
halfway, her fingers curling over his.

“1 want to stop running,” Caleb said quietly.

Rebecca nodded. “Then start.” Her voice softened. “Start with
God.”

Caleb’sjaw tightened. “And you?’

276



Rebecca hesitated. “1 have hidden enough. | want honesty now.”

The lantern light flickered. Caleb’s hand tightened dlightly, and
Rebeccafelt something shift within her.

“Speak plainly,” Pastor Whitaker’s familiar voice called from the
front.

Caleb and Rebecca both turned.

Pastor Whitaker stood near the front table with a lantern held low.
The light cut soft lines into his face. His rain jacket hung open.
Water still clung to the cuffs. Behind him, the fellowship hall had
gone quieter. People had settled into their cots and their blankets.
A few whispered. A few stared into nothing.

Pastor Whitaker did not walk closer at first. He watched them. Not
like a man searching for scandal. Like a father watching a storm
ease, careful of what it left behind.

“1 did not mean to interrupt,” he said. “| heard voices. | heard your
names.”

Rebecca's chest tightened. Part of her wanted to stand, to step
away, to regain the old control. Another part of her felt relief. She
was tired of carrying heavy things alone.

Caleb straightened in his chair. His hands went still on the table.
He looked like a man waiting for averdict.

Pastor Whitaker came afew steps closer, slow and respectful. “ The
two of you have done a good thing today,” he said. “For this
town.”

Caleb nodded once. “It was my job.”
“It was more than your job,” Pastor Whitaker said. He set the
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lantern down on the table, not between them, but near the edge.
“The Lord seeswork. He also seeswhat drivesit.”

Rebecca swallowed. The room smelled of damp wool and dish
soap. Somewhere in the hall a child coughed and a mother shushed
them. The sound felt like a reminder that nothing in Maple Ridge
stayed private for long, but some things could still be handled with
care.

Pastor Whitaker looked at Caleb. “Speak plainly,” he repeated,
softer now. “Both of you. When the power goes out, people learn
what they have been using for light.”

Caleb's throat moved. “1 do not want to hide anymore,” he said.
His voice did not carry far, but it carried truth. “I have stayed busy
for years so | did not have to face what | did here. | told myself it
was respectful to leave the past alone. But it was fear.”

Rebecca watched his mouth shape the word. Fear. She knew it. She
had dressed hers up in better clothes.

Pastor Whitaker shifted his gaze to her. “And you, Rebecca.”

Shefelt heat behind her eyes. She did not let it spill. “I stayed,” she
said. “I told myself | stayed because it was right. My mother
needed me. The school needed someone steady. The church needed
hands.” She paused. “All of that wastrue. But | also stayed because
leaving scared me.”

Caleb looked at her then, as if that one sentence rearranged
something inside him.

Rebecca rested her palm on the table to steady herself. The wood
was rough with old scratches. “When my mother died, | could not
breathe. People meant well. They brought casseroles, they prayed,
they hugged me in the entryway until | wanted to disappear.” She
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inhaled slowly. “I needed one person who knew me before al the
roles. | wanted that person to be him.”

Caleb’'s eyes shone in the lantern light. He did not move, like he
was afraid any motion would break what she had finally said.

Pastor Whitaker nodded, small and solemn. “ Grief makes a person
lonely even in aroom full of love,” he said.

Rebecca nodded once. “1 was angry. | was angry at the phone call,
at my aunt, at silence, at everything.” She looked at Caleb. “And |
was angry at you for not fighting your way through it.”

Caleb’ s voice came out low. “I should have fought.”

“Youshould have,” Rebecca said. The words did not stab like they
once did. They landed heavy, but clean.

Caleb drew a breath. “I kept thinking | would show up and make it
worse. | was already the man who left.” He shook his head once. “I
knew your mother. She was kind to me. She prayed for me when |
did not deserve it.” His eyes dropped to his hands. “1 could not
stand the thought of walking into that church and seeing her picture
and knowing | chose work and distance and pride.”

Rebecca' s heart ached. Not for the boy she had loved, but for the
man who still carried the boy’ s shame like it was a duty.

Pastor Whitaker leaned a hand on the table edge. “Shame loves
silence,” hesaid. “It growsinit.”

Caleb closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he
looked at Pastor Whitaker, not Rebecca. “1 have been asking God
for away to make it right. Not to earn anything. Just to stop being
that man.”

Pastor Whitaker’s face softened. “The Lord does not ask you to
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erase what happened,” he said. “He asks you to come into the light
with it.”

Rebecca felt her fingers twitch toward Caleb again. She did not
touch him yet. She waited until she could do it without grasping.

Caleb turned to her. “I do not want to pressure you,” he said. “1 do
not expect forgiveness because | showed up after a storm. | do not
expect anything.” He swallowed. “But | want to tell you the
simplest truth | have. | never stopped loving you.”

The air felt thin. Rebecca held still. She heard the building settle, a
quiet creak. She heard rain against the window, steady and patient.

She had imagined this moment in anger, in lonely nights, in
prayers whispered into her pillow. In those thoughts, the words had
sounded like a victory. Now they sounded like an offering.
Something tender, and risky.

Rebecca’ s voice came out quiet. “I did not stop loving you either,”
she said. “But | stopped believing love would be safe with you.”

Caleb’ s face tightened, as if he took the sentence into his chest and
let it bruise him. “1 understand,” he said.

Pastor Whitaker looked between them. He did not smile. He did
not hurry them. “Love is not the same as trust,” he said. “Trust is
built. Slowly. Especialy after loss.”

Rebecca nodded. She watched Caleb. “If this is going to be
anything,” she said, “it cannot be built on what we used to be. We
are not those two teenagers anymore.”

Caleb’s mouth pressed into a thin line, then eased. “I do not want
to be,” he said. “I want to be a man who tells the truth, even when
it costs him.”
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Rebeccalet her hand move. She covered his again, steady. His skin
was warm. His fingers were rough, callused. Familiar in away that
made her throat burn.

Pastor Whitaker exhaled, slow. “Would you both let me pray,” he
asked, “not for an easy road, but for atrue one.”

Rebecca' s eyes closed. Caleb nodded once.

Pastor Whitaker bowed his head. His voice stayed low, meant for
them alone. “Lord, Y ouare our refuge and strength, a very present
help in trouble. We have seen trouble this week. We have seen
wind tear through what we thought would stand.” He paused.
“Teach us to rebuild with wisdom. Teach us to speak truth without
cruelty. Teach us to forgive as we have been forgiven, and to take
responsibility without hiding. Give Rebecca peace where grief till
grips, and give Caleb courage where shame still whispers. Keep
them near Y ou. Keep them honest. Amen.”

“Amen,” Caleb said, thick.

Rebecca whispered it too. She opened her eyes and found Caleb
watching her like he was trying to memorize the sight.

Pastor Whitaker picked up the lantern again. “Get some rest,” he
said. “Tomorrow will bring its own work.” He hesitated, then
added, softer, “And if you need a place to speak again, my office
door will be open. Even if the lights are not.”

He walked back toward the front. The lantern glow moved away
with him. The fellowship hall settled into dim quiet again.

Rebecca kept her hand on Caeb’'s. Her pulse slowed. Not from
certainty, but from decision.

Caleb spoke softly. “Thank you for telling me the truth.”
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Rebecca swallowed. “I did not do it for you,” she said. “Not only
for you. | did it because I cannot live with silence anymore.”

He nodded, once. His thumb moved, careful, across her knuckles.
He did not push further.

Outside, rain kept tapping the windows. The sound was small. The
storm had spent itself. What remained was the work.

Rebecca stared at the dark glass. She saw her own reflection,
blurred, and Caleb beside her. Two shapes in a hard season. Still
here.

“| do not know what tomorrow looks like,” she said.

Caleb’ s voice came steady. “It looks like repairs,” he said. “And it
looks like me not leaving without speaking.”

Rebecca turned to him. “Do not promise what you cannot keep.”

His eyes held hers. “Then | will promise what | can,” he said. “I
will show up. | will tell the truth. | will let God handle the rest.”

Rebecca felt her chest loosen in a place that had been tight for
years. She did not smile. Not yet. But she did not pull away.

“Then start tonight,” she said. “By resting. You look worn
through.”

Caleb let out aquiet breath. “ So do you.”

Rebecca's hand finaly slipped from his, not as retreat, but as a
pause. She reached for her coat on the chair back and pulled it
close around her shoulders. The fellowship hall air had turned
colder with the generator running low.

Caleb stood. He did not tower over her. He just stood near, careful
of space. “I will be here,” he said. “If you need me.”
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Rebeccalooked at him along moment. She heard again the prayer.
Refuge. Strength. Present help.

She nodded once. “I know,” she said. And for the first time in a
long time, she meant it.

Caleb stayed where he was, like the floor had marked a boundary
he would not cross without being asked. He glanced toward the
rows of cots. Most werefilled. A few people slept on blankets near
the walls. Someone coughed in the far corner, then went quiet

again.
Rebecca drew her coat tighter. The damp cold found every gap.

Caleb lowered his voice even more. “Where are you sleeping.”

Rebecca nodded toward a cot near the supply room door. “There.
When it is open.”

He looked at the cot, then back to her. The lantern light made
shadows under his eyes. He looked older than she remembered.
Not weaker. Just worn by work and by years that had not been
kind.

“1 will not take your cot,” he said.
“1 did not ask you to,” she said.
He accepted the correction. He deserved it.

Caleb shifted his weight and looked down at his hands, like he
needed something steady to watch. “When | left,” he said, “I told
myself it was mercy. | told myself you would heal faster if | was
gone.”

Rebeccafelt the old heat in her chest, sharp and immediate. It came
with a memory of her standing on a porch, watching taillights
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disappear. The sound of her own breath, too loud in the quiet.
“It was not mercy,” she said.

“1 know,” he said. His voice did not flinch. “It was fear. Fear of
being the man who broke you. Fear of staying and proving | could
not fix what | had damaged.”

Rebecca stared at him. The confession did not erase anything. It
only laid it out where she could seeit. It felt like turning on alight
in aroom she had avoided for years.

A board creaked somewhere as someone rolled over in their sleep.
Rain whispered against the windows again, steady and thin. It
sounded like fingers on glass.

Rebecca kept her voice low. “Youdid break me,” she said. “Not all
at once. But enough.”

Caleb closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, they
were wet, but he did not let anything fall. “I am sorry,” he said. “I
am sorry for the silence. | am sorry for letting you carry the
guestions alone.”

Rebecca heard the tremor under his steadiness. It made her throat
tighten. She did not want his pain. She had wanted his honesty
years ago. Wanting it now felt like grief, too.

She looked past him to the dark doorway that led back toward the
church offices. Pastor Whitaker had gone to check on someone
else, or maybe to sit in his own quiet and pray. The hall felt bigger
without him. Less guarded.

Rebecca spoke softly. “I stayed,” she said, “and | kept doing what
needed doing. | told myself it did not matter what happened
between us. | told myself it was just a chapter.”
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Caleb watched her face like he could not afford to look away.
“It mattered,” she finished.

He nodded. “It did.”

Silence settled again. Not heavy this time. Just present.

Caleb lifted his chin a fraction. “There is one more truth,” he said.
“If you want it.”

Rebeccawaited. Her hands went cold inside her sleeves.

“1 did not stop caring about you,” he said. “Not for asingle year. |
told myself caring did not give me the right to come back. | told
myself it was better to leave you with a clean break. But it was not
clean. It was only empty.”

Rebecca felt tears press behind her eyes. She did not let them fall.
Not yet. She had cried enough in years that nobody saw.

“You do not get to come back and ask for a place,” she said,
careful. “Not just because you fedl it now.”

“1 am not asking for a place tonight,” Caleb said. “I am asking for
the chance to do what | did not do. To be present. To be
accountable. To serve this town without hiding behind work. To
serveyou, if you ever let me.”

Rebecca held his gaze. His words sounded like a vow made with
trembling hands.

A child whimpered in the distance, then quieted. Someone
murmured a prayer in their sleep, a soft broken line of words.

Rebecca let out a slow breath. “Tomorrow,” she said, “we go back
towork.”

Caleb nodded once. “Yes.”
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“And tomorrow,” she added, “you do not pretend you are fine.”
His mouth tightened, then softened. “1 will not.”

Rebeccatook a step back toward her cot. The hall smelled of soup
gone cold and wet wool and the faint smoke of the lantern. It
smelled like survival.

Caleb did not follow. He only watched her, steady.

Rebecca paused beside the chair where she had been sitting. She
looked at him again. “Caleb.”

He lifted his head, aert.
“If you leave again,” she said, voice low, “do not do it in silence.”

Caleb swallowed. “I will not,” he said. “Even if the truth makes
you angry. Even if it costs me.”

Rebecca nodded. She turned away before her face could betray her.
She moved to her cot and sat down slowly, her bones aching from
days of strain. The thin mattress gave under her weight.

Across the room, Caleb stayed near the table a moment longer.
Then he eased into a folding chair, not far from where she lay, his
posture careful, like he was keeping watch without claiming
anything.

Rebecca pulled her coat up over her chest and stared at the dim
ceiling. Rain kept its patient rhythm at the windows. The storm
was gone. The damage remained.

So did he.
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Chapter 15

Morning Light on Maple Ridge

Rebecca woke to a hush, unfamiliar after days of noise in the
fellowship hall—coughs, tired conversations, shuffling boots, and
murmurs. This morning was quieter. Rain whispered against the
windows, steady but restrained. Somewhere, a child tirred; a
heater clicked once and settled.

She shifted on the cot, back aching as she pulled the thin blanket
around her. Caleb sat nearby in a folding chair, elbows braced on
his knees, his hard hat resting by his boot. When she moved, he
lifted his gaze.

“You dept,” he said.
“Some,” Rebecca answered.

She swung her feet to the floor, her shoes still caked in dried mud.
Around the room, cots lined the walls, and lanterns sat unlit on
tables. The room carried the smells of soup, bleach, and damp
blankets. Pastor Whitaker's firm insistence had kept no one
isolated during the storm’s chaos.

Caleb gestured toward the kitchen. “The crew is close.”
Rebecca studied him. “Y ou have not slept.”
“Some,” he replied without elaboration.

Pushing past her weariness, Rebecca pulled on her sweatshirt and
followed Caleb to the coffee station. The pot was empty. Caleb
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silently retrieved a can of instant coffee, waiting for her nod before
he began boiling water on the propane stove Pastor Whitaker had
guarded. The flame jumped blue—a small promise in the stillness.

“You asked me something,” Caleb said, keeping his eyes on the
heating kettle.

Rebecca shifted closer. “1 answered yes.”

His throat moved, heavy with unspoken thought. “Do you regret
saying yes?’
Her voice steadied. “No.”

The kettle hissed softly. Caleb grabbed mugs, measured coffee, and
poured. Rebecca watched him work, recalling frosty mornings
years ago when he walked her to the school door, unafraid of the
world’s gaze. Memories of her heartbreak lingered but mingled
now with a quiet steadiness under his presence.

When he handed her the first mug, his fingers brushed hers, warm
and grounding.

“It smellslike church,” she said.
“Itischurch,” he answered simply.

Voices began stirring in the fellowship hall. Pastor Whitaker
emerged, worn but reassuring.

“The crew is close,” the pastor said to Caleb.
“Yes, sir,” Caleb replied.

Pastor Whitaker’ s gaze softened over Rebecca. “Choices will come
today—relief, anger, relief again. It is how we let go of strain. You
have done good work this week.”

Rebecca swallowed. “We all have.”
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When Pastor Whitaker excused himself, the hum of waking life
filled the hall. Suddenly, the overhead lights flickered and came
on, their brightness catching everyone off guard. Gasps, sobs,
laughter erupted.

“Praisethe Lord,” aman cried.

Pastor Whitaker raised his hand, calming the room like a shepherd
with hisflock. “Friends, let us thank God.”

Heads bowed as he prayed, “ Thank Y ou, Lord, for light in the dark.
Help usrebuild. Keep us humble and kind. In Jesus' name, amen.”

Rebecca raised her head, her throat tight with gratitude. Caleb’s
eyes shone, but he smply said, “Itison.”

“Itis,” she echoed.

The crowd drifted toward the sanctuary to witness the lights. Pastor
Whitaker held open the doors, revealing the plain cross and stained
glass softened by the morning’s gray light. Tears and murmured
prayersfilled the space.

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound...” Pastor Whitaker began.
The hymn rose through tired voices, steady and earnest. Rebecca
sang, Caleb beside her, low and sure.

After the hymn, Pastor Whitaker quoted Psalm 46: “God is our
refuge and strength... The waters roar. The mountains shake. We
remember Who stands over them.”

Rebecca turned her pam into Caleb’'s silent touch, letting her
fingersrest in his. They stood there, carrying the heavy but hopeful
morning with a quiet connection.

As the sanctuary emptied, Rebecca and Caleb planned their next
steps. “Do you want to go see your house?’ Caleb asked.
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“Yes, and the Harrises creekside property too,” Rebecca
confirmed.

They walked to Caleb’ s truck, the fellowship hall shrinking behind
them as the town moved toward recovery.

The town roads revealed Maple Ridge’ s scars: fallen trees, boarded
windows, tarped roofs. Yet, porch lights glowed, glimpses of
restoration. Caleb parked in Rebecca's driveway. Her porch light
shone.

When Caleb asked, “Do you want me to come in,” Rebecca
nodded, needing the steadiness he brought.

Inside, the house smelled stale but intact. Rebecca picked up a
fallen photo frame, seeing her mother’s smiling face. Tears swelled
as Caleb crouched beside her.

“She would have hated this mess,” Rebecca said.
“ She would have made coffee and put us to work,” Caleb replied.

Rebecca laughed briefly, wiping her tears, and restored the frame
to its shelf. A walk through the house showed more signs of
survived strain—open drawers, a towel on the floor—but nothing
irreparable.

Caleb stood by the window. “The maple out front lost a big limb.”
Rebecca' s response carried layered meaning. “It till stands.”
Caleb turned to her. “How do you fedl.”

Rebecca answered honestly, “Like | need to help more people,
even though | want to sit down for days.”

“We will help,” Caleb promised.
She studied him. “Y ou will not stay long.”
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His gaze softened with regret and purpose. “If | leave, | will come
back. For you—for us.”

Rebecca' s voice trembled but steadied. “Do not make promises
you will not keep.”

“1 will not,” Caleb assured her.

Mrs. Alder honked outside, cheerful and impatient as always.
Rebecca smiled. Duty called.

Mrs. Alder chatted and waved off her own hardships, showing up
with blankets and soup for distribution at the fellowship hall.
Rebecca directed her, stirring both fondness and amusement at her
NO-nonsense care.

Caleb's radio crackled with news of the Harrises place—power
out due to snapped service lines. Rebecca gripped Caleb’'s arm. “It
istheir house.”

“Wewill handleit,” he vowed.

At the Harrises' porch, Rebecca kept them calm, reassuring them
while Caleb coordinated repairs with the crew. Mr. Harris
recognized Caleb and softened as he recalled Doug Foster’s pride
in his son.

“Your daddy said you would do good work,” Mr. Harris said,
sending avisible weight of affirmation through Caleb.

Restored power brought quiet relief: light flickered, then steadied.
Mrs. Harris cried softly. Mr. Harris murmured thanks to God. The
elderly couple carried the moment with quiet gratitude, and
Rebecca watched Caleb’ s rooted steadiness take hold.

When repairs ended, Caleb turned to Rebecca. “I need to see my
father.”
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His voice was raw with the weight of years. “Will you come with
me.”

Rebecca hesitated, knowing what memories her presence might stir
in Doug Foster. But she answered, “1f you want me there.”

“I do.”

At Doug's engine shop, Caleb paused at the door, his hand
trembling. Rebecca reminded him, “It starts something.”

They stepped inside. Doug's face, lined with age and hope, lit in
stunned recognition. He walked toward Caleb, pulled him into an
embrace, words falling from him, cracked and full of regret.

Rebecca stood quietly, until Doug turned his gaze to her.
“1 owe you words,” Doug said.

The apology came quietly: years of misplaced anger, words
unwarranted, regret too heavy to carry aone. Rebecca replied
simply, “It hurt.”

Doug nodded, his tears breaking through. “I prayed for you both.
Every day.”

The three settled into shared coffee and cautious talk, fragile steps
toward reconciliation. Doug offered Caleb a place to stay. Caleb
nodded respectfully but chose temporary distance to consider the
offer.

As they left the shop, Doug’'s voice steadied with hope. “Thank
you both for coming.”

Rebecca felt something settle—fractures still visible but the ties
holding.

Back at the fellowship hall, the work continued: volunteers sorting
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supplies, a buzz of activity under steady, restored light. Hannah
approached Rebecca with a volunteer schedule, relieving her from
the burden she had carried alone.

Caleb turned to her after, his voice low with intentional clarity.
“When | leave, | want to know when | will see you again.”

Rebecca' s breath caught, the tenderness steadying her. “Y ou come
back the next weekend you are off, and | will come see you when |
Car]_”

Caleb’s eyes warmed. “We will keep showing up.”

As they left the fellowship hall, Rebecca looked at Maple Ridge's
battered streets, lights glowing in windows and on porches as the
town stepped back into ordinary peace.

They took a quiet walk along the river road, where the steeple rose
above the town like a beacon, unchanged and resilient.

Y earsago, Rebecca had stood here imagining a future anchored by
Caleb's presence. Now she looked at him, not through nostalgia,
but through what was real.

“What now,” Rebecca asked.

Caleb's reply held certainty born of growth. “We trust the Lord.
And we keep showing up.”

Rebecca turned her face back to Maple Ridge, watching neighbors
rebuild with steady hands. Grace moved where the storm had
opened life.

Together, they walked toward the town, light shining ahead.

The river moved slow and brown, carrying broken twigs and a few
leaves that had been torn free in the wind. The air smelled of wet
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earth and pine sap. Somewhere up the bank a chainsaw started,
then stopped, as if someone had decided to wait and listen first.

Rebecca kept her hands in her coat pockets. The fabric was damp
at the cuffs. Her fingers brushed the edge of the key ring there, a
small cold circle that grounded her.

Caleb walked beside her. Mud clung to the tread of his boots. He
did not look like a man who had come to town and passed through.
He looked like someone who belonged to the work.

Ahead, the church sat back from the road, white siding darkened in
places by rain, steps slick and clean from foot traffic. A utility crew
had been there earlier. The streetlight near the corner was on again.
It threw a steady cone of pale gold that made the puddles shine.

Rebecca slowed as they reached the walkway. The front doors
were closed. The windows held a calm glow from inside. It was
strange how that simple thing could make her chest ache.

Pastor Whitaker stood at the edge of the steps, talking with Eli
Brooks. Eli held abox of bottled water against his hip. His sleeves
were pushed up, forearms marked with sawdust and grime. He
looked up when he saw them, then nodded once, quiet as always.

Pastor Whitaker came down a step. His face looked tired, but his
eyes were clear. “The lights came back on in the sanctuary,” he
said. “It felt like the Lord laid His hand on the whole building and
said, Enough.”

Rebecca let out a breath she had not realized she was holding.
“People will sleep better.”

“They will,” Pastor Whitaker said. He looked at Caleb. “Thank you
for coming when you did.”
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Caleb swallowed. “1t was my job.”

“It was more than that,” Pastor Whitaker replied. He did not press,
only held the truth steady in the air. Then he turned to Rebecca.
“Hannah told me you finally sat down for ten minutes.”

Rebecca gave a small, embarrassed smile. “Only because she made
me.”

“Good,” Pastor Whitaker said. “You carried what was not meant
for one set of shoulders.”

Eli shifted the box in his arms. “We are closing up the hall soon,”
he said. “Folks are going home. A few are staying one more night,
but it is quiet now.”

Quiet. Rebecca looked past them through the glass, at stacked cots
and folded blankets. A woman moved slowly as she wiped atable.
No one ran. No one cried. The air in her body eased, inch by inch.

Pastor Whitaker’s gaze moved between Rebecca and Caleb, gentle
and knowing, but he did not intrude. “Mark 4,” he said softly. “He
said, Peace, be still. And the wind ceased.”

Caleb nodded once. His throat worked. “1t feels like that.”

“It does,” Pastor Whitaker agreed. “Not because everything is
fixed. Because Heis near.”

Rebeccadid not answer. She could not, not with the pressure in her
eyes. She blinked it away and looked at the church steegple against
the low, gray sky. It stood where it always had. It did not move,
even when the world had.

Pastor Whitaker stepped back. “Go on,” he said. “Takealittle time.
Both of you.”
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Eli gave Caleb a brief look, something like understanding, then
turned toward the fellowship hall. Pastor Whitaker followed, his
hand lifting in asmall wave.

Rebecca and Caleb stayed on the walkway. Rainwater dripped
from the gutter in a steady tick. The streetlight hummed faintly.
Somewhere in town a dog barked once, then fell silent.

Caleb took a slow breath. “I keep thinking about what | did not
say,” he murmured.

Rebecca stared at the church doors. “So do I.”

He shifted closer, not touching. He did not assume he could. “I
cannot give you back the years,” he said. “But | can give you the
truth. | was afraid. Not of you. Of failing you. | thought leaving
was safer than staying and letting you see me disappoint you.”

Rebecca turned toward him. His face held no defense, only
weariness and resolve. It made her angry for a second, not at him,
but at the waste.

“You did disappoint me,” she said, quiet. “But | would have
survived it with you. | did not survive it well alone.”

Caleb’'s eyes went glassy. He looked down at the wet boards under
his feet, then back to her. “I am sorry.”

Rebecca nodded. The apology did not erase the hurt, but it met it.
It stood beside it like a hand on a shoulder.

A car rolled past on the road, slow, headlights sweeping over them.
The driver lifted a hand in a tired wave. Maple Ridge was small
enough that waves still meant something.

Rebecca reached for Caleb’s hand. Her fingers found his, rough
and warm. He closed his hand around hers as if he had been
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waiting for permission to breathe.

They stood there, letting the steady light fall over them. The town
behind them was battered, but awake. Porch lights lined the street
like small promises kept.

Caleb sgueezed her hand once. “Next weekend,” he said.

Rebecca looked at the church, then at the road leading out of town,
still marked with mud and debris, but passable. She pictured
herself driving it to meet him, not with dread, but with intention.

“Next weekend,” she agreed.

They started walking again, not fast. Their steps matched without
effort. The wet air clung to their coats, and the world smelled like
ran and sawdust and warm coffee from somewhere nearby.
Ordinary things returning.

In the distance, the church bell did not ring, but the steeple stood
sure against the sky. It was enough.

They reached the edge of the lot where the gravel gave way to the
sidewalk. Water pooled in the low spots. Caleb guided their joined
hands around a dlick patch without making a show of it. It was
small, careful attention. It tightened something in Rebecca’s chest.

A light flicked on in the parsonage window across the street. A
curtain shifted. Someone was awake, checking, counting blessings
in quiet ways.

Caleb stopped near the church steps. He looked up at the dark
sanctuary windows. “Did they get power back in there too.”

“They did,” Rebecca said. “Eli said they tested the panel last
night.”
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Caleb nodded, then hesitated, like he did not want to ask for
something he had no right to. “Could we.”

Rebecca understood. The doors were not locked. They almost
never were. Not in Maple Ridge. Not when people had been
sleeping on cots and praying in corners for days.

She led them up. The wood under their shoes was damp, the old
boards darkened by rain. Her hand stayed in his. The handle was
cold. She pushed the door open.

The air inside was cool and still. It smelled like old pine, hymnals,
and faint candle smoke from lanterns that had been used when the
generator was off. The sanctuary lights came on in a slow blink,
then steadied. Bright. Clean. The sight hit her harder than she
expected. She stood there and let it fill her eyes.

Caleb’s breath left him. He stepped in like a man entering a place
he had avoided for too long. The light caught the lines at the
corners of hiseyes. It made him look both older and more honest.

They walked down the center aisle. No one else was there. The
storm had left mud on the threshold, and someone had aready
swept it back. The pews were straight. The cross at the front did
not change, even when everything else did.

Rebecca stopped halfway. She let go of Caleb’s hand only to rest
her fingers on the top of a pew. The varnish was worn smooth by
years of palms and prayers.

“1 used to sit right there,” Caleb said softly, pointing to a spot near
the middle. “When | was a boy.”

Rebecca glanced at him. “Y ou always |eft before the last song.”

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. “I thought | was fooling
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everyone.”
“You were not,” she said.

He looked toward the front, then back to her. “If | stay connected
to Maple Ridge after this crew leaves, folks will talk.”

“They will,” she said. “They will talk if you stay. They will talk if
you leave. They will talk if you breathe.”

Caleb let out a quiet exhae. Relief, maybe. “And what will you
dO.”

Rebecca swallowed. The question was not about gossip. It was
about her heart, and her life, and whether she would step into hope
again without bracing for the drop.

She turned and faced him in the aisle, the light above them steady
now. “l will do what | should have done years ago,” she said. “I
will tell the truth when it matters. | will not punish you forever for
being scared. And | will not punish myself either.”

Caleb’ s eyes held hers. His voice was rough. “Rebecca.”

She reached up, slow, and touched his cheek with her fingertips.
Rain had dried there, leaving his skin cool. His stubble scraped her
fingers. He did not lean in. He did not take more than she gave. He
just closed his eyes for a second like he had been carrying
something heavy and finally set it down.

Rebecca' s throat tightened. “We cannot get those years back,” she
said again, softer. “But we can stop losing more.”

Caleb opened his eyes. “I want to be here when the lights come on
for good. Not just the wires. The people.”

Rebecca nodded. Her hand dlid down to his, and their fingers

299



threaded again.

They stood in the quiet sanctuary a moment longer, then turned
toward the doors. Outside, the rain had eased to a thin mist. The
street looked washed clean, even with broken branches stacked
along the curb.

As they stepped back onto the porch, the church bell stayed silent,
but the building held its ground. Porch lights and kitchen lights
glowed down the street. Maple Ridge breathed, steady and
ordinary.

Caleb kept her hand in his. He did not let it go when they started
down the steps. Neither did she.
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Also in the Maple Ridge Redemption Series

Book 1: Beneath These Weathered Beams

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 1

Hannah Whitaker is fighting to save Maple Ridge Community Church, the
heart of her family’ s legacy—and the only home she's ever known. When Levi
Camden, a gifted architect with demons of his own, offers his help, their
shared mission sparks more than just renovations. But as mounting repairs

and buried scars threaten to unravel their fragile connection, will they find

the strength to rebuild not just the church, but the walls guarding their

hearts?

Book 2: The Carpenter's Return
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 2
Caleb Carter returns to Maple Ridge with a heart scarred by loss and a past
he can’'t outrun. Widowed florist Anna Blake has spent years building walls
of routine and roses, guarding the wounds she keeps hidden. But when
Caleb’ s quiet strength collides with Anna’ s guarded heart, old pain and
unspoken truths threaten to keep them apart. Can they risk the broken pieces
of themselves for a second chance at love—or will the weight of their pasts
prove too heavy to carry?

Book 3: The Song in the Steeple
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 3
Caleb Mercer came to Maple Ridge to rebuild a sanctuary, but even asthe
church wallsrise, the emptinessin his heart remains. Lydia Bennett’s music
once filled the town with hope, but exhaustion has stolen her voice—and her
faith in the God she longs to trust again. When their paths cross in the quiet
sanctuary, will they dare to mend more than broken beams, or will the weight
of their pasts keep them from discovering the healing they both crave?



Book 4: The Measure of Mercy

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 4

Rebecca Hale has sacrificed everything to rebuild Maple Ridge' s church, but
working alongside Nathan Cole—the banker whose [oan terms nearly
destroyed it—is atest of faith she didn’t ask for. Nathan's quiet resolve to
repair the damage he caused begins to chip away at the walls she’s put up,
yet the scars of betrayal run deep on both sides. As old wounds reopen and
sparks of something unexpected ignite, can they find forgivenessin each
other—or will the weight of the past break them once and for all?

Book 5: When the Harvest Comes

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 5

Daniel Mercer’sdreams for his family farm are crumbling, and so is his
faith. When Rachel Carter returns to Maple Ridge, her vision to restore the
land—and the heart he once gave her—forces Daniel to confront wounds

he' stried to forget and the hope he no longer dares to believe in. As drought
tightensits grip and old betrayals resurface, can they find the courage to
trust each other...and trust God to bring life back to what’ s been left fallow?

Book 6: A Light on Maple Street

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 6

Micah Turner has spent years rebuilding hislifein Maple Ridge, earning
quiet respect and a place in the hearts of its residents. But when Naomi
Whitaker arrives, carrying the weight of unspoken pain and a past she won't
share, the guarded light in her eyes stirs something in Micah he thought he'd
buried for good. Astheir paths intertwine under the watchful gaze of atown
that knows redemption all too well, fear and regret threaten to keep them
apart. Can they find the courage to step out of the shadows—or will the
wounds of yesterday dim the hope of tomorrow?

Book 7: The Lettersin the Attic
Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 7
Hidden letters. Buried wounds. When Lydia Bennett agrees to restore a
forgotten trove of correspondence discovered in Maple Ridge' s church attic,
she'sdrawn into stories of heartbreak and healing that echo her own
guarded past. Samuel Park, a history professor chasing answersto hislife's



work, sees the fragile documents as a chance to unlock history—»but working
alongside Lydia stirs truths neither expected. Asthe letters reveal secrets of
faith and redemption, can Lydia and Samuel open their hearts to the grace
that might heal their own?

Book 8: The Firehouse Promise

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 8

When volunteer firefighter Gabriel Reyes pulls Evan Miller from awrecked
car on arain-slick road, he expects another long night—but not the quiet
strength of ER nurse Erin Walsh, who steps into the chaos with steady hands
and guarded eyes. Erin has spent years hiding scars that run deeper than
Gabriel can see, and his own fears of failure are the walls he' s never dared
to climb. Astheir hearts tangle between shared prayers and unspoken
wounds, will the spark they’ ve found be enough to light a path toward
healing—or will the weight of their pasts extinguish it forever?

Book 9: Steady asthe River

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 9

Grace Park has spent years holding her world together—her church, her
music ministry, and the fragile pieces of her heart. When Owen Bradley, a
steady-handed contractor with a quiet faith, arrivesin Maple Ridge to repair
the crumbling riverbank, his presence stirs more than just the soil beneath
her feet. As Grace wrestles with long-buried fears and Owen'’s gentle
persistence, can she find the courage to rebuild not just the wall, but the life
she thought was beyond saving?

Book 10: The Builder's Oath

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 10

Nathan Mercer knows how to build with precision, but when it comesto faith
and forgiveness, his foundation has long crumbled. Miriam Whitaker returns
to Maple Ridge seeking solace, carrying a quiet strength and a past she's not
sure she’ s ready to share. Asthey’re drawn together by a church project, old
wounds and unspoken fears threaten to keep them apart. Can Miriam's
steady hope and Nathan's unyielding honesty bridge the distance between
them—or will the ghosts of yesterday prove too heavy to bear?



Book 11: After the Storm le This book

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 11

When abrutal storm tears through Maple Ridge, Rebecca Morgan finds
herself face-to-face with the one man she swore she'd never forgive: Eli
Brooks. Y ears ago, Eli broke her heart, and now he's back, risking everything
to help rebuild their shattered town. But as old wounds reopen and unspoken
truths surface, will they find away to heal—or will the past destroy their
chance at afuture?

Book 12: The Winter Wedding

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 12

Thomas Hale has built hislife around quiet routines and the lingering ache

of love lost too soon. But when Eleanor Brooks arrives in Maple Ridge, her
unwavering faith and unspoken tenderness awaken something he thought was
buried forever. Astheir guarded hearts begin to thaw, will the wounds of their
pasts keep them apart—or will they find the courage to embrace a future
neither of them dared to dream?

Book 13: Where the Bells Ring

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 13

Claire Whitmore has spent her life protecting Maple Ridge Community
Church’s sacred history, but architect Andrew Morales sees only its
untapped potential. When his blueprints for expansion threaten the beloved
prayer garden and the church’s timeless charm, their professional clash
ignites sparks neither can ignore. As tradition battles progress and unspoken
feelingsrise to the surface, will their hearts find away to build something
new—or will their differences crumble everything they hold dear?

Book 14: The Prayer Quilt

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 14

Eleanor Hayes has spent years stitching prayers into quilts, quietly mending
the frayed edges of a broken heart. Walter Bennett is aman of few words,
carrying his grief in silence and finding solace in acts of quiet service. When
their paths cross in the fellowship hall, the unspoken pain they share begins
to bind them together—but can they risk unearthing old wounds to embrace
the second chance waiting in the warmth of their joined hands?



Book 15: The Road Back Home

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 15

Jonathan Hale returns to Maple Ridge carrying the weight of shattered
dreams and mistakes he can’t undo. For Sarah Bennett, his reappearance

stirs old heartbreak and the guarded life she's carefully built in the years
since he left. As past wounds resurface and long-buried truths cometo light,
can they bridge the gap between who they were and who they’ ve become—or
will the scars of yesterday seal their fate forever?

Book 16: Under the Summer Revival

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 16

Caleb Mercer swore he' d |left Maple Ridge—and the heartbreak it
held—behind. But when he returns to lead worship for revival week, he
doesn’t expect Naomi Reyesto be at the center of it all, her steady grace
pulling him back to alove he’ stried to forget. As old wounds and unspoken
truths rise between them, will they find the strength to trust in a future neither
planned—or lose their second chance at forever?

Book 17: The Pastor's Promise

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 17

Hannah Beth has given everything to Maple Ridge Community Church, but
with new leaders rising and her own doubts creeping in, she wondersif her
season of service isover. Eli, her loyal ministry partner and quiet anchor,
believesin her even when she strugglesto believe in herself—but when
unexpected trials shake their faith and the church’ s future, their connection
facesits deepest test. Can they trust God' s plan and risk their hearts for
something greater, or will fear and uncertainty keep them from the promise of
redemption waiting just beyond the storm?

Book 18: The Steeple and the Stars

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 18

Benjamin Carter has always found comfort in the steady rhythms of Maple
Ridge, but when amissions conference stirs a calling he thought he'd buried,
thelife he’' s built suddenly feels fragile. Esther Kim thrivesin quiet service
and predictable days, yet Benjamin's newfound restlessness threatens the
careful balance she’ s worked to protect. As unexpected feelings deepen and



God’s plans unfold, will they have the courage to follow His path—even if it
leads them far from everything they’ ve ever known?

Book 19: The House That Faith Built

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 19

When Isaiah Navarro agrees to restore the town’s most broken-down house,
he never expects the job will force him to face Hannah Whitaker—the woman
he loved and lost. For years, their shared heartbreak has kept them apart, but
now they must work side by side to shelter afamily in desperate need. As
sparks of forgiveness flicker between them, will the foundation of their faith
be strong enough to rebuild what was shattered—or will the cracks of the

past pull them under once more?

Book 20: The Wedding Beneath the Steeple

Maple Ridge Redemption, Book 20

Hannah Whitaker has poured her heart into restoring Maple Ridge
Community Church, determined to honor her father’s legacy and prove she
can carry its future. But when Eli Brooks—the man who broke her trust years
ago—returns to help with the town’s most anticipated wedding, the sanctuary
isn't the only place where old cracks resurface. As past betrayals and buried
emotions collide, will Hannah risk rebuilding the one thing she vowed never
to mend: her heart?
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