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Synopsis

Val Montague travels back to her childhood home of
Hemlock, Oregon, to handle the estate of her dead mother. All she
wants to do is follow her mother’s wishes, liquidate the assets,
and leave town.

Cam Nelson, a high school dropout and town outcast,
has struggled to establish a small business and leave behind her
“good-for-nothing” reputation.

When they meet, Val’s rather unpleasant trip becomes
much more bearable. Soon, however, peculiar and dangerous events
begin to plague her when she begins to suspect her mother didn’t
die the way everyone said she did. And soon Val realizes that in
this eccentric, woodsy beach town, a chance for romance just might
lead to death.
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Chapter One

Sheets of Oregon coastal mist built up on the
windshield, mixing the larger blots of vaporized bugs into watery
smudges. The wetness obstructed Val Montague’s view until a few
swift swipes of her wipers pushed the deposits out of the way.

She turned the wiper blades off and wished she were
anywhere but here.

Though Val knew this road better than the ones within
five miles of her house back in Dallas, an uneasy tightness in her
chest bent her forward and she squinted, old-grumpy-woman-like,
into the dark night. She couldn’t trust that there wasn’t a new
turn in the road or potholes that could quickly and unexpectedly
blow out a tire on her mother’s car.

She’d flown into the Portland airport that night and
taken a cab to Legacy Good Samaritan Hospital where, thanks to the
understanding security people who’d held on to the keys and watched
it for her until she could get there, her mother’s car had been
waiting.

The politely solemn faces of the two security men who
handed her the keys reminded her that she didn’t need to go inside
the hospital. Her mother wasn’t there anymore.

It was well past one o’clock in the morning, and
prickles of frustration poked her neck like scratchy clothing tags.
She didn’t want to be traveling so late, but the only flight she
could arrange had connected more times than a teenager on a cell
phone. Being the only person on the road also bothered her, and
worse than that, she’d get into town in the middle of the night and
have to fumble around an old house whose silence would undoubtedly
scream loudly in her ears.

She inhaled deeply and felt more tired than she
should. Memories that had occupied her since she’d left on this
trip closed in around her like wet woolen blankets intended to warm
her but, instead, only weighed her down further. Twenty years was a
long time to be gone. She’d spent almost half her life living as
far away from this place as she could, but the familiarity of the
old road served as an apprehensive preamble to a timeworn book she
was reluctant to open again.

Just as she remembered, the Oregon Highway 101 South
was still narrow, with the same faded lines and crumbling,
irregular edges. Even through the haze of the night, her headlights
corroborated her memories of the long rides between her childhood
home and anywhere else. The particulars of this stretch hadn’t
changed much in the last two decades. The forest corridor was still
as isolated as ever, with the only evidence of life being a deer or
two foraging along the side or the approaching or receding pairs of
headlights that became very infrequent this late at night.

The trees were dense on either side of the road
though, and if it were daytime, she would see patches of the ocean
appearing in the thinner spots to the right. A long-ago disregarded
cabin, crusted with Oregon moss, indicated that she was six miles
from town. It still sat empty, looking exactly the same, although
it seemed now to lean a little farther away from the road, as if it
were slowly falling asleep. Or dying.

After another mile the road curved, still tracking
the ocean, and she swiped the wipers once more to clear the
dampness from the windshield. She searched for the next familiar
marker and found it. The arrow-shaped sign pointing summer tourists
to the public-beach parking lot was still there. But it wasn’t
summer so the sign sat, neglected and ignored, much like she knew
her mother would have felt during the last years of her life.

From out of the murky fog in front of her, brake
lights began as dim red dots and grew larger and brighter. As she
caught up to the slow-moving, late-model Buick, the wet reflection
of its red taillights on the misty road stretched toward her like
arms reaching for help. She tapped the brakes until she was about
six car-lengths behind and close enough to see a sticker on the
bumper. She leaned forward to read it through the wet windshield.
Land your Bow at Dory Cove Restaurant.

She’d eaten there many times as a child. They had the
best plate of fish and chips a kid could ever dig into.

Val held her distance on the road, aware that the
potentially perilous conditions of the dark, drizzly highway called
for her to mimic the pace of the Buick.

It was odd to see a car out this late. When she’d
lived here, the road would become desolate after dark. Tourists
would already be where they were heading, and the locals would be
home for the night. Maybe the Buick had been ahead of her all the
way from the airport, but since turning onto Highway 101, she
hadn’t seen anyone out on the road. And there weren’t many side
roads this car could have turned out from.

What did it matter, she thought. Just like it didn’t
matter that she stay so vigilant, worrying that the road was any
different than the thousand times she’d driven down it as a
child.

A few miles ahead would be the turnoff for Venom
Lake, the popular spot for the locals who wanted to stay clear of
the saltwater-loving tourists, and then just past that, the dim
lights of the first buildings that marked the northern point of the
small beach town. Hardly two miles in length, Hemlock, Oregon hung
onto the ocean’s edge, as if waiting for something more exciting
than wind erosion to liven things up.

Another sign approached and she almost laughed as she
remembered it. The green highway sign, with its white, prismatic
reflecting letters, read The 45th Parallel.
Halfway Between the Equator and the North Pole.

She shook her head, remembering that she’d once asked
her mom what that meant.

“Well, we’re halfway between the Equator and the
North Pole.”

“Why is that important?” Val had said, not
understanding the meaning.

“It’s a special marker. We live halfway between two
remarkable places, so that makes us remarkable.”

“But why would that make us remarkable?” She’d been
only about ten at the time, but she knew enough about how boring
life was in Hemlock and wondered how this sign made it any
different.

“Because no one else around here can claim that. You
can stand right here and you’re exactly halfway, Val. Hemlock is
pretty special because of that.”

“And that’s why they have the Halfway Festival?”

Her mother took her to the event every summer.
Tourists would crowd the beach, buying halfway hamburgers and 45th
sodas that the Chamber of Commerce would hawk while one of the
local churches would play music and hold a raffle.

“Yes, dear. It brings people to Hemlock, which we
need. We live on summer tourist dollars. That’s how we make it
through the slow winters.”

That was about the gist of the conversation, but it
had never made sense to her. Claiming a place was noteworthy
because it happened to lie halfway between two noteworthy places
didn’t seem to make Hemlock any more important. In her ten-year-old
mind, maybe Hemlock was amazing compared to the rest of the
non-45th parallel towns. What did she know? She’d never been
anywhere else.

As she passed the sign, Val now knew that Hemlock
certainly was not more amazing than anywhere else. The Chamber of
Commerce milked the moniker to draw in tourist dollars. Local
businesses sold 45th parallel T-shirts, and if it was still there,
a coffee shop was called the 45th Parallel Pantry. Even the sports
teams of her tiny local school were called the Forty-Fivers.

It began to rain, which wasn’t unusual, so she turned
the windshield wipers back on.

Squinting at the view ahead, she followed the Buick
past the more darkened trees, and again she sighed. Her emotional
internal battle continued. She didn’t want to come back, but she
had to. Regret arm-wrestled with grief and the resulting knots tied
up her stomach. Her eyes felt as heavy as bowling balls crammed
inside her orbital sockets.

She reached up and rubbed her eyes, but in the second
that her hand blocked her view of the road, she saw a flash of red.
The Buick suddenly swerved, and its brake lights cut terrifying red
slashes through the rainy night.

A surge of adrenaline shot through her, and she
grabbed the steering wheel just as the Buick’s back end bucked
upward and the tires skidded frantically on the wet road. In a
split second something flew over the Buick’s hood and over the top
of the car.

Val stomped on her brakes and went into her own skid
as a huge brown object flew toward her. In the quarter of a second
it was airborne, Val could see it was a deer and cringed as it
smashed into her front grill and bounced grotesquely onto her hood
and into the windshield. She closed her eyes and threw an arm up as
she stomped harder on her brakes. The screeching of her wheels
against the rain-slick road sounded like a scream as the deer
careened off Val’s car, and then, just as quickly, everything went
silent.

“Fuck!” she finally said as she grasped her keys and
tried to steady her shaking hand so she could turn off the
engine.

The sudden stillness chilled her. The reptilian
preservation portion of her brain let go of its momentary total
dominance, and, as her body caught up with the rest of her
thoughts, she gasped harshly for air.

Her hood was as crushed as her windshield, and
through the spider web of safety glass, she saw that her car had
come to rest just a few feet from the Buick.

Jumping out, she turned in the direction of the deer
but couldn’t see it. A woman got out of her car and stood by the
door. She couldn’t have been more than six feet away, and her eyes
were as wide as her brake lights.

Val took a few steps toward her. “Are you all
right?”

“I think so. I’m not sure what happened.”

“You hit a deer. We hit a deer.”

The young woman stood there staring at her.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

The woman rubbed her forehead. “Yeah. It just scared
the hell out of me.”

Val turned to inspect her grill, hearing the wet
footsteps of the woman as she walked up to her. The damage was
pretty extensive. The grill was crushed into the pleated hood, and
luminous greenish-yellow fluid poured from the bottom.

“Antifreeze,” the woman said.

The car most likely wasn’t drivable. She wouldn’t
make it to town without the car overheating and causing more damage
than she cared to report to the insurance agency.

Val’s hands still shook, and she clenched them to
persuade blood to begin to flow again. The bushes and trees along
the side of the road were motionless. She took a step toward
them.

“Hey.” The word stuttered out of the woman in three
syllables. “Where are you going?”

“To find the deer.”

“What if it’s still alive? It could charge you. I
wouldn’t go looking for it.”

“I doubt it’ll be in any shape to charge.”

Val slowly walked around the backside of her car. The
young woman followed closely behind. It was too dark to see much,
but Val suddenly stopped.

“There.” She pointed as the woman craned her neck.
About forty feet down the road, off in the tall grass next to the
tree line, the deer lay in a hump. It was a little too far to see
if it was breathing, and it made no noise. The only sounds came
from the spattering of raindrops on the pavement and murky, black
leaves beyond, and the eerie creaking of trees. Standing in the
rain, in the dark, creeped her out. She wanted to shake off the
shudders that threatened to make her jerk like an ill-treated
marionette. Instead she rubbed her hands together again.

“He’s dead,” the woman said.

Val stared at the deer, watching for a twitch or some
sign of life. The woman was right; it could be dangerous to
approach it. But they’d both just hit the poor thing. Slowly, she
took a step and the woman blurted out, “It’s off the road.”

“Geez!” Val jumped.

“Sorry. But that’s all the rangers and highway patrol
care about.”

Even if the deer were alive, if it hadn’t yet gotten
up or started thrashing about, it was probably dead.

“Shit.” Reaching into her pocket, she said, “I’ve got
a cell phone. I’ll call the highway patrol.”

“No,” the woman said hastily. “I wouldn’t do that.”
She hesitated. “It’ll be a long wait. And there’s only one Hemlock
officer working at night. He won’t come up past Venom Lake on his
shift.”

Val looked at her for an explanation.

The woman just shrugged. “Lazy.”

The rain began to pick up; the cold drops made her
shake more.

“You’re gonna need a tow truck.”

Resigned, Val nodded. “Yours too?”

She jerked her head toward the Buick. “Yeah, bummer.
I think Mack’s the only one that’ll come out here this late.”

“Who’s Mack?”

“One of the two mechanics we have in town.” She
pointed to where they were both heading prior to the accident.

“Does he have a tow truck?”

The young woman closed her jacket tighter and
nodded.

Great, Val thought as disappointment joined the rest
of the unpleasant feelings she’d been dealing with. This would add
time to a visit she really needed to be as short as possible.


Chapter Two

The woman stood along the side of the road with Val
until the tow truck came. Val considered sitting in the car to keep
out of the rain, but the girl made no move to do the same and Val
was already soaked, so they remained there, not saying much.
Luckily, they waited only fifteen minutes or so, and Val supposed
that was one of the few good things about a small town.

A tall, lanky man climbed out of a tow truck that had
probably assisted many Studebakers and Edsels in its youth. He was
at least forty, although it was hard to tell because the sun and,
more than likely, smoking or drinking hadn’t been too kind to his
looks.

Though he gave the truck door quite a push, it didn’t
close all the way but just clunked against the frame and creaked
its way back out a few inches.

“Evenin’, Cindy.”

“Hey, Mack. This here’s…” Cindy turned to Val. “I
didn’t get your name.”

“Val. Montague.”

Mack looked at her in that
you’re-not-from-around-here squint. “Miss Montague’s kid?”

“Kris Montague, yes.”

“My condolences.”

“Thank you.”

Mack started to hitch up Val’s car. “Cindy, I’ll take
you and drop you off and then come back for your car after,
okay?”

“Yeah.”

When he was done, he motioned for Cindy and her to
get in the truck. “Come on, it’s a short ride.”

It was short but not quiet. Val assumed that every
part on the truck was loose. Things clanked and squeaked and hissed
with such a cadence that it sounded as if a dreadfully unrehearsed
orchestra was warming up.

They didn’t talk at all except for Mack sucking what
must have been dinner from his teeth. And from what his coveralls
revealed, dinner was probably ribs and mashed potatoes. She began
to wonder what kind of moonshine he washed it all down with but
stopped and silently scolded herself for having disparaging
thoughts. She didn’t have any reason to cop an attitude. She should
be grateful he’d come to help, for God sakes.

She looked out the rain-slicked window, watching the
population of little buildings and houses grow. And there it was.
The Hemlock town-limit sign. The population was the same, 3,858
people, which either meant that since she left, no one had come or
gone but her, or that the town just didn’t care to spend the funds
to update the sign.

She didn’t see any new houses or commercial
buildings, but everything was dark along the street. She recognized
the liquor store, the Bijou Theater, and the smattering of
closed-for-the-season souvenir shops whose neon signs were all
turned off. The tow truck slowed down, and Val looked up to see the
only lit sign in town. It read simply Bob
Mackinaw, Mechanic.

Cindy had been right. Mack was probably the only
person who was even moving about this late at night.

*

Val sat with Cindy in the front waiting room of the
converted gas station. The chairs stood in a row and each one was
different from the other, as if they’d been picked up at thrift
stores here and there and deposited without much thought. Hers had
a gold metal frame and a vinyl seat with an autumn-leaves motif. It
had obviously spent its previous life in a 1960s kitchen. Cindy
slouched back in a wicker lawn chair that seemed to be desperately
holding on to its last bit of red, sun-worn paint. But every time
Cindy adjusted her butt, a small chip or two would dislodge and
fall to the floor under her.

Mack had given them Styrofoam cups of coffee that
tasted like the bottom of a muddy river, but Val was appreciative.
She hoped it wouldn’t take that long to assess the damage. Fatigue
had crept into her shoulders and head, and she really needed to get
some sleep.

Mack must have called in a helper because another
mechanic was in the shop. He’d been waiting at the garage when
they’d returned and had hopped in the tow truck as soon as Mack had
backed in and unhooked Val’s car. Now he was back with Cindy’s car
and they were examining the damage.

Val listened to the sounds coming from the garage.
Doors opened and closed, and the cries of metal creaking meant that
Mack was probably examining their hoods.

Cindy was on her phone playing some game with fruit
being slashed into mushy pieces. She didn’t seem concerned about
her car’s damage and the possible costs involved. She was young
enough that it might have been her parents’ car, but she didn’t
look worried about their reaction either.

Val stood and paced the front room. A water dispenser
stood in the corner, the large plastic bottle on top filled with
what looked like pink lemonade. A sign taped to the big jug read
For our littlest customers only.

She checked her watch and then opened the door into
the garage area. Cindy jumped out of her chair and was immediately
behind her. Maybe the fruit war had only temporarily kept her
concern about the car’s damage at bay.

Mack walked around the cars writing things down on a
clipboard. The other mechanic, who wasn’t as tall as Mack but very
wide and muscular, shuffled around in the background.

Mack stopped at Val’s car and reached down, under the
bent hood. He put the clipboard down and retrieved a crowbar from a
nearby workbench, then pried the hood open as far as he could.
Peering in, he nodded and returned to the clipboard.

He walked back to them, speaking to Cindy first.
“You’ve got some front-end damage. Your car’s drivable, but you
should get a new hood and grill.”

He handed the estimate to her and looked at his
clipboard again. Val followed him over to her car.

“Your windshield’s cracked, as you can see. The deer
hit the top portion of your hood and grill. The radiator needs
replacing and so does the windshield.”

“Is it drivable?”

“No. You wouldn’t get far with that broken radiator.”
He handed her the estimate.

“I need to call my mother’s insurance agency in
Portland and see what they say. How long will you need to have the
car?” Either way, Val thought, she’d probably still have to rent a
car.

“I’ll have to call about the availability of a
radiator. But it shouldn’t be long at all since it’s a newer model.
Too late to call now. I’ll know tomorrow. I’ll need your keys.”

She pulled the car key from the keychain and dropped
it into Mack’s open hand.

“Bobby,” Mack called out to the other mechanic.
“Drive these women home, will ya?”

*

It was after two in the morning when Bobby turned off
Coast Highway and drove the three hundred feet up her mom’s street
and dropped Val off in front of the house. He didn’t wait to see
her get in safely, but that was fine with her. She wasn’t sure she
even wanted to go in.

Standing next to her rolling suitcase, she paused and
listened to the sound of distant waves from the ocean. She closed
her eyes and felt the cool, damp sea air on her face, letting
herself be carried back to her childhood. She turned her head away
from the ocean, and the ever-present scent of pines greeted her
like one of the few friends she had that had ever brought her
tranquility. As far back as she could remember, any time of the
day, she could always close her eyes and just breathe in. The
evergreens would take her away to the forest and she could picture
herself all alone, with no arguing, no craving to be chosen over
her mother’s boyfriends, and no heartache.

Opening her eyes, she told herself that she no longer
needed to escape. She’d already accomplished that feat. She was
just back temporarily to take care of things and leave.

She searched the yard for the for-sale sign and found
it in the southern-most corner, close to the street. Nedra Tobias Real Estate, it read, Not
the Only Agent in Town. Just the Best. She didn’t know Nedra
other than hearing her mother mention her once or twice during
their infrequent phone calls. She was a friend, part of the same
church her mother attended, she thought, but wasn’t sure.

Jingling her mother’s keychain, she took one more
deep breath of pine air and walked up the three porch steps to
unlock the door.

She closed the door behind her and let go of the
suitcase. The house was as neat as she remembered. To the right of
the foyer was the living room, very quaint, with warm, inviting
furniture. The dining room was off to the left, leading to the
kitchen. In front of her, the hallway ran width-wise and led to a
bathroom straight ahead and two bedrooms; her mother’s was on the
left, hers had been on the right.

Val walked into the dining room. How many meals had
she eaten at this very table? How many meals had she been excused
from and sent to her room?

She walked into the living room and plopped down on
the couch. She’d always appreciated her mother’s simple taste. No
tchotchkes filled up every space like they had in the homes of her
friends’ parents. Most things that were displayed had a meaning or
a purpose. An Aleutian Eskimo had given her mother the small
handwoven basket neatly centered on the coffee table, small enough
to fit daintily in her palm when she was a young girl.

Three beautifully carved wooden faces hung on the
wall across from her. Each was painted in elaborate Kabuki makeup
and represented the three kanji symbols that made up the word for
the classical Japanese dance-drama: song, dance, and skill. Her
mother had brought it home from a trip to Japan, long before Val
was born, when she had spent a summer in Kyoto, the place of origin
of the art form.

On the end table, next to her mother’s reading chair,
sat a miniature bronze figurine of a rabbit that had accompanied
her mother home from Austria. Its Art-Deco lines had always
intrigued Val, although her mother’s description of the style as
Streamline Moderne had been too hard for a little girl to remember.
But Art Deco reminded her of artwork on a wooden deck, much like
the wooden table on which it always rested, so it was easier to
remember the style that way.

Her mother had traveled extensively before marrying
Val’s father, but she had no global artifacts from her
post-marriage years. Either her father had made her mother stop
traveling or the arrival of Val had. Either way, it always made Val
sad to think that her mother had a life before her family and a
different, possibly disappointing, kind of life after.

Val looked up toward the ceiling. The paint had very
slightly yellowed, but maybe it was just the lighting. Either way,
the house would soon be sold and, along with it, all the memories
of her childhood. She could look at that as either good or bad,
depending on what she chose to focus on.

But she decided to quit reminiscing for the night. It
was very late and she had things to do tomorrow.

“Mom,” she said aloud, “I’m sorry about selling this
place. And about your car.”

She wheeled her suitcase into her old bedroom. The
bed was made and the sheets weren’t musty, so all she had to do was
brush her teeth, undress, and get some sleep.

She reached in her pants pocket and retrieved her
mother’s keychain. The brass house key was worn to a shine on the
tiny jagged mountain peaks that had to have been inserted into the
front door hundreds of thousands of times. The car key was with
Mack, and the only other key on the ring was thin and had a longer
neck. It looked like a safe-deposit-box key. She had another errand
to run.

Suddenly very tired, she placed her hands over her
face. Her sigh helped alleviate absolutely none of the heaviness in
her heart.

*

Unable to sleep, Val awoke very early. She recalled
bizarre-feeling dreams whose images and themes had vanished with
the amnesia of sleep, leaving her disturbed and tired. She lay
awake for a long time, reviewing the tasks that lay ahead. Finally
around seven, she got up and took a shower.

Now in the kitchen, she poured coffee into a mug and
looked out the window. The morning was fresh and crisp. But the
Oregon coast had swept a light layer of fog across the lawn and it
hovered there, as if loitering about, waiting for something or
someone. The kitchen was in the corner of the house, so she could
see the coastal highway. Her mother’s street ran perpendicular to
the highway. Though her mom’s house was the third house in, she
couldn’t quite see the water because of the buildings across the
way. But it was there, less than sixty feet behind the structures.
A few cars traversed back and forth on the highway, and none seemed
in a hurry.

A brand-new red Tesla slowed at the corner and came
up toward the house. Val watched it park in front and wondered who
it was.

An elderly woman climbed out, adjusted her business
dress, and then walked up to the for-sale sign. She regarded it
momentarily and reached out to straighten it. She brushed off a few
pine needles from the wooden post and, when she appeared satisfied,
turned toward the walkway and approached the house. Evidently, this
was Nedra Tobias.

Val, cup in hand, was already opening the front door
when the bell rang.

“Oh,” Nedra said, obviously surprised. She was about
as old as her mother but much more well dressed. Maybe that was
because Nedra had a job that required it. Her mother was retired
and hadn’t needed to make the extra effort. “Good morning,” Nedra
said. “I see your flight got in on time. Did you have any trouble
finding your way back to our gem of a little town?

“Just some car trouble, but nothing to worry
about.”

The comment didn’t seem to register because Nedra was
already saying, “Valerie Montague! My, my, have you grown! You were
a beautiful young lady when you left and now look at you! Your
mother in heaven is very proud of you.”

Val slowly cocked her head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t
remember ever…”

Nedra waved the rest of the comment away as if it
were a troublesome gnat. “Your mother has shown me many pictures of
you. Back when you were in high school, of course.”

“Uh,” Val said. Her discomfort that this woman
probably knew more about her mother than Val did made her uneasy.
“Thank you. Would you like to come in for some coffee?”

“No, thank you, honey. I’m off to the office. I just
wanted to stop by and confirm the open house today.”

“Ten o’clock, right?”

“Yes, ten until two. Now I’ll be here to watch your
things. We’re bonded. All the good agents are, you know. The owners
don’t normally stay, you know. It makes potential buyers nervous.
They like to be able to talk openly. You understand…”

Nedra patted her on the wrist as she continued. “I’m
so sorry your mother died, Valerie. Kris was a good woman. She’s
been irreplaceable at church. I’ll make sure this home gets a
decent owner.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Nedra, may I ask you
something?”

“Sure, dear, what is it?”

“Do you know what happened the night my mom got sick
and went to the hospital?”

“Well, not exactly. I heard she went to the hospital,
and then they called the police station when they found out she
lived in Hemlock. I read about it in the local paper.”

“The doctor at the emergency room said she must have
been having trouble because
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