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​Chapter One - Everything He Left Behind Him
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The town came at him the way it always had, from the south on Route 12, past the feed co-op with its sun-bleached signage and the Dollar General that hadn't been there eleven years ago and the Methodist church that had. He drove through it without stopping. He told himself he was looking for the turn. He was also, in the way of a man who has practiced a particular kind of not-looking, doing exactly that.

Holt Garner had left Linden Falls in 1995 with a truck, a toolbox, and the clean intention of a man who believes that forward is the only direction that matters. He had built a good life in Portland. He had done the work. He had met Judith, married her, made Macie with her, and then slowly, in the manner of two people who were decent to each other and still not quite right, unmade the marriage over the long years following. He had worked steadily for two decades building other people's houses, other people's additions, other people's careful renovations, and he had been good at it, and it had been enough. He had told himself that.

He was telling himself that now, on Route 12, driving a truck that was not his truck—a rental out of Portland, a gray F-150 with nineteen thousand miles on it and a check engine light that had been on since Eugene—because his own truck had needed the transmission done and the timing hadn't worked out. In the bed: his two good toolboxes, a duffel bag with enough clothes for three months, and a paper bag from a drive-through in Salem that he'd eaten an hour ago and not tasted.

Three months. That was the plan. His sister Lorraine had been managing things from Spokane with the particular combination of competence and guilt that characterized everything she did, and when she'd called in September to say that it was getting beyond her—that their father had driven to the pharmacy in his bathrobe at eleven at night and called it a Thursday when it was a Saturday and that the neighbor had found him standing in the backyard at two in the morning looking for something he couldn't name—Holt had said yes before she finished the sentence. He'd sublet his apartment to a woman who taught middle school and wanted to be closer to her sister. He'd told his boss Martin he needed a leave. Martin had looked at him for a moment and said take what you need, which was the kindest thing anyone had said to him in a while.

Three months. He'd said it to Lorraine and to Martin and to himself and he'd almost believed it each time.

The turn onto Sycamore was where it had always been, between the hardware store and the lot where the Tastee-Freez used to stand. He made it without thinking, the way you make turns you made as a teenager, your hands remembering before your head does. The street was the same. The houses were the same in their bones, different in their details—new roofs, new paint, one place that had expanded a garage into what looked like a shop of some kind. He registered all of this the way he registered everything: noting condition, estimating work, filing it without comment.

His father's house was at the end of the block. White clapboard that had gone from white to the particular gray-cream of a house that has been weathered for a decade without fresh paint. Black shutters, one of them slightly off its hinge—he could see that from the road, even through the lowering October dark. The gutters were full. The front porch had a board near the steps that had gone soft; he could tell by the way it bowed slightly in the middle. Forty years of looking at wood had made him able to see these things the way some people saw faces, automatically, without choosing to.

He pulled into the driveway and left the engine running for a moment.

The house was dark. That was expected—Dennis was in the hospital, had been since Tuesday when the neighbor had called Lorraine and Lorraine had called Holt, and the darkness was right and correct and expected, and still something in Holt's chest registered it as wrong. The house had never been dark when his father was supposed to be in it. Dennis Garner was a man who left lights on. Holt had spent his entire childhood following behind him, turning them off.

He killed the engine and sat.

The October air came through a gap he hadn't noticed in the window seal—a slow, cold seep that smelled like pine and turned earth and the particular cleanness of Pacific Northwest autumn. He had forgotten that smell. Portland smelled like coffee and rain and the diesel of the #14 bus. This smelled like something further back, something before the years he'd organized himself around.

He got out and went around to the bed and lifted the first toolbox, because that was the thing that needed doing.



The house smelled like his father.

Not in the sentimental way people mean when they say a thing like that. Not cologne or pipe smoke or any of the soft olfactory signifiers of presence. Dennis Garner smelled like sawdust and instant coffee and the faint chemical note of the WD-40 he applied liberally to any hinge or mechanism that showed the slightest hesitation, which was a lot of them, because the house was old and Dennis's approach to maintenance had always been more aspirational than systematic. That smell—that specific compound of wood dust and coffee and the cheerful optimism of a man who believed WD-40 could solve most things—was in the walls of the house, worked into the grain of the kitchen table, present in the particular quality of the silence the way all lived-in silences carry the weight of the life lived in them.

Holt stood in the kitchen doorway with both toolboxes set down behind him and let that smell come at him until it didn't knock him sideways anymore.

Then he went to the cabinet above the stove, where the key had always been, and it was still there—a small brass key on a ring with a faded Portland Trail Blazers keychain that had been there since 1989 and which neither of them had ever commented on.

He set the key on the counter and looked at the cabinet hinge.

It was loose. The screw on the upper-right mount had worked itself out enough that the door swung with a slight drag and didn't quite close level. He stood there for a moment, noticing it. Then he opened his smaller toolbox and found his multi-bit screwdriver and fixed it, four and a half turns, until the door hung true. He opened and closed it twice to confirm.

He was still holding the screwdriver when he realized what he'd done, and for a moment he stood there in his father's kitchen in the dark—he hadn't turned on a light yet, just the spill from the open back door—and felt the strangeness of it. The house full of his father's absence and him already tightening screws.

He turned on the light.



He brought in his bags. He made up the bed in the room that had been his as a teenager—his father had never repurposed it, had left it more or less as it was, the same twin mattress replaced at some point and the same bookshelf with the same paperback Zane Greys and a framed high school photo of Holt at seventeen that he didn't look at directly. He put his duffel on the floor beside the bed. He unpacked methodically: work clothes in the old dresser, which still had a slight lean to the left that he had apparently decided not to fix tonight, toiletries on the bathroom shelf.

Then he stood at the kitchen window and looked out at the backyard.

It was too dark to see much. The motion-sensor light on the back of the house had a dead bulb—he made a note of that. What the light from the kitchen window illuminated was the back step, the patio of cracked concrete his father had poured in 1991, and beyond that a rectangle of darker dark that was the fence. He knew what the fence enclosed. He had grown up with it. But he'd been gone twenty-six years, and somehow in the dark it registered as something he didn't quite recognize: just a shape at the edge of the light, patient and still, outlined in chicken wire.

He didn't know yet what he was going to do with it. He just looked at it for a while, the way you look at a thing you know needs attention but can't quite account for, and then he ran water for instant coffee and took his mug to the front room and called his sister.

Lorraine answered on the second ring and they talked for thirty minutes, practical and necessary. His father was stable but the doctors were using words like progressive and decline and at this stage in a way that required translation. Lorraine ran him through the details of the care situation with the efficiency of a woman who'd been carrying this for months—the home health aide, the medications, the next assessment, the things the house needed. She didn't say you should have come sooner, because Lorraine didn't say things like that, but the exhaustion in her voice said enough and Holt heard it.

"I'm here," he said. "I've got it from here."

"I know," she said. And then, quieter: "He'll be glad you're there, Holt. He just won't say so."

He sat with that after they hung up, the coffee going cold in his hand.

Through the kitchen window, the backyard was still dark.

He finished the coffee and rinsed the mug and turned off the lights the way his father never had, and he went to bed in his childhood bedroom and lay on his back staring at the ceiling he'd stared at as a teenager, and he told himself it was temporary.

He almost believed it.



He was up at five-thirty without an alarm, the way he always was, and he was outside by six with a flashlight and a cup of coffee assessing what the house needed.

The gutter over the front porch was pulling away from the fascia on the west end. The porch board he'd noticed from the road was soft for a two-foot section—he'd need to pull it and see what was underneath; rot traveled, and if the joist was compromised it would need to be addressed before the porch was safe. The paint on the south-facing wall had failed at the window trims, letting moisture in at the corners; the wood behind wasn't rotted through but it was softening. The window in the back bedroom had a broken sash cord and had been propped open with a folded piece of cardboard. The back-door deadbolt turned with resistance, either worn pins or a shifted frame.

He photographed each one on his phone and wrote a short list in the small notebook he kept in his chest pocket.

Then he went around back and looked at the garden in the early-morning light.

It was more than he'd expected and less than it needed to be. A rectangle of roughly twelve by twenty feet, fenced in with chicken wire that sagged between the posts in a way that suggested the posts had been driven in before the ground was properly prepared and had worked themselves loose over the years. The wire was intact—it would do—but two of the posts leaned inward at angles that weren't structural. Inside the fence: pale, tired earth, the color of something that had been worked once and then left. A wheelbarrow sat against the shed with its front tire flat and its body speckled with rust at the seams; still usable, but not for long. Three wooden garden stakes had been driven into the soil in what might have been the start of a row, and never added to. The shed itself was in reasonable shape—he'd check it more closely later, but the roof looked sound from here.

He stood at the edge of the fence and looked at the inside of it.

No one had planted anything in this ground in a long time. Maybe ever. He tried to remember whether the garden had ever produced anything when he was a child and came up empty. He remembered the seedling trays on the kitchen windowsill, those he remembered—pale green sprouts his father would check every morning with a particular hopeful attention. But he couldn't remember seeing those sprouts anywhere after the windowsill.

There was something in the three stakes, standing in the dirt like interrupted intention, that was hard to look at directly.

He looked at it anyway, until it settled into just a thing in a yard. Then he drank the rest of his coffee and went back inside to call the hospital.
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​Chapter Two - The Mechanic on Maple
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Clem Baird opened the garage at 6:45 AM.

Not 6:40, not 6:50. He had opened it at 6:45 every weekday morning for nineteen years, and the discipline of that was not rigidity—he had considered this question, in the mild, unhurried way he considered most things—but simply the recognition that a man who decides what he's going to do and then does it wastes very little energy on the deciding. He had a lot of opinions about wasted energy. He kept most of them to himself.

The ritual was specific. He unlocked the bay doors and raised them in sequence, left first, the air coming in cold and smelling like the tail end of October. He started his coffee in the small office at the back, which was less an office than a room with a desk that he used as a desk and a chair that he used as a chair and a drain in the floor because the whole building had been a single shop bay before he'd put up the partition fifteen years ago. He did not go to Gord's for coffee because Gord's made it the way Gord's made it and Clem made it the way Clem made it and these were not the same and he saw no reason to drink inferior coffee in the morning when he didn't have to. He drank it black and he drank it standing up, looking out the side window at the street, which was empty at 6:45, and he liked it that way.

He heard the truck before it turned onto Main.

He knew every vehicle in Linden Falls by sound—not as a party trick or a matter of pride, but as a function of his work. A '09 Silverado with a muffler going soft, a '14 Tacoma that needed new struts, the school bus with its characteristic diesel knock that had been on his to-do list for three weeks. He heard them the way a doctor hears a chest—not consciously cataloging but automatically noting. So when the rental truck came down Route 12 and turned onto Main he heard it as something unfamiliar, which was already information, and then as it slowed near the Sycamore turn he got a better read on it: a late-model F-150, well-maintained, rental plates, driving with the careful steadiness of someone navigating a known road they haven't traveled in a long time.

He looked at the street. The truck's taillights disappeared around the corner.

He considered this for approximately thirty seconds. Then he set his coffee down, slid under the transmission he'd been meaning to get back to since yesterday, and went to work.



By afternoon the whole town knew, which was how things worked in Linden Falls.

The news had moved in its usual way: someone at the hardware store had seen the rental in the Garner driveway, and that someone had mentioned it to the woman who cut hair on Cedar, and by noon it had passed through the diner and Brenda Faye's house and settled in at several other locations around town with the comfortable inevitability of a thing that was never going to stay private. Linden Falls had a population of just under four thousand people, which was large enough that you didn't know everyone's business and small enough that you knew most of it if you paid attention, and Clem had lived here for forty-seven years and paid a certain kind of attention.

He heard the news from Rhett Sosa at 4:15 PM, when Rhett pulled his farm truck into the third bay and climbed out and said, with the air of a man presenting genuinely significant information: "Dennis Garner's boy is back."

Clem was replacing a serpentine belt on a '17 Outback. He did not look up. "I know."

Rhett leaned against the hood of his own truck, which needed three things Clem hadn't gotten to yet because Rhett always wanted to talk when he dropped it off and Clem hadn't been able to get a clear half-hour. "You know?"

"Heard the truck this morning."

Rhett absorbed this. "I heard he's staying a while. Lorraine Garner—Dennis's daughter—she called the Hendersons last week to ask if they could keep an eye on the place. Said her brother was coming to help with things."

Clem threaded the belt around the tensioner. "That makes sense."

"He's different than he was." Rhett delivered this with the tone of a man who is aware he is not being sufficiently responded to and has decided to escalate. "Roberta at the hardware store said he looks—"

"Rhett."

"What."

"You want to help or you want to talk?"

Rhett gave him a look that communicated, eloquently, that he would like to do both and that Clem's implication that these were mutually exclusive was itself a form of conversational bad faith. He came around to the driver's side of the Outback, and Clem handed him a socket wrench without looking up, and Rhett held it without using it and said: "You went to school with him."

"Two years apart," Clem said. "Make yourself useful or go wait in the office."

Rhett made himself useful, but only barely, and only while continuing to establish that Dennis Garner's son had been gone eleven years and was back now and that this was, presumably, of some interest to Clem on account of the two of them being roughly the same age and from the same small town, which in Rhett's calculus was grounds for friendship or at least acknowledgment.

Clem finished the belt. He thought about Dennis Garner, who had brought a leaking radiator in here every year for the past nine years and sat in the plastic chair in the corner of the office and talked—not incessantly, but steadily, the way men talk when they're comfortable—about the town, his garden, his daughter Lorraine in Spokane, and occasionally, obliquely, his son in Portland, who was good at his work and would be up to visit soon. The soon had a particular quality to it, the first several times. After a while it didn't anymore.

He thought about this briefly. Then he wiped his hands and went to write up the Outback and didn't think about it anymore.



Rhett came by with a six-pack on Friday, the way he did most Fridays, and sat on the hood of his truck in the last bay while Clem closed up. They'd known each other since the fourth grade, which was long enough that their silences were comfortable and their arguments were affectionate and Rhett's particular quality of stubborn directness had long since stopped registering as anything other than weather.

"You see him yet?" Rhett said.

Clem locked the supply cabinet. "No."

"He was at Gord's this morning."

"Good."

Rhett opened two beers and held one out. Clem took it. They stood in the bay looking out at the darkening street, which was quiet the way it always got after five when the hardware store closed and the street had nothing left to offer.

"His dad's bad," Rhett said. "That's what Gord said. Memory stuff. The kind where it doesn't get better."

Clem took a pull of his beer. That was the shape of it—he'd suspected as much from the way Dennis had been the last few months, the conversations that repeated, the small careful omissions Dennis made about his own condition as though not naming things could negotiate with them. He hadn't pushed. That wasn't his place. He'd fixed what Dennis brought him and asked after the garden and let the man have his dignity.

"He's going to have his hands full," Clem said.

"Yeah." Rhett was quiet for a moment. "You going to say hello?"

Clem looked at him.

"What?" Rhett said. "It's a reasonable question. Man's back in town, his dad's in a bad way, you knew the family. It's reasonable."

"When the time comes," Clem said.

Rhett's face said a number of things that his mouth, for once, did not. He drank his beer. Outside, the October dark had come in fully and the street was the particular shade of quiet that small towns went at the end of a workday, all the business of the day settled and no one with any particular reason to be moving.

Clem thought about the rental truck. He thought about Dennis Garner sitting in his plastic chair saying soon. He thought about nine years ago when Aaron had loaded his car on a Tuesday morning and said I need more than this, which had not been a cruelty but had landed like one, and about the specific lesson he'd taken from it: that he had everything he needed in the life he'd built here, and that a man who expected nothing extraordinary from the ordinary was not diminished by that. He was just honest.

He drank his beer and let the thought settle and watched the street go dark.

"People come back," Rhett said finally, which was not the observation it sounded like. It was the observation underneath that one.

"And they leave again," Clem said.

Rhett looked at him. Let it sit. Finished his beer.



Saturday morning Clem opened at 6:45, same as always.

He fixed a brake line on a '12 Civic. He diagnosed a fuel injection issue on a pickup he'd been waiting on a part for. He ate lunch at his workbench—a sandwich he'd made at home, because Gord's at lunch was crowded and Clem preferred his own company to a crowd's—and listened to the radio, which was playing something he didn't recognize and didn't mind. In the afternoon he pulled the fluids on Rhett's farm truck and wrote down everything it needed and called Rhett to tell him, and Rhett said he'd come get it Monday.

He was cleaning up at 5 PM when his phone rang.

It was Brenda Faye, his cousin, which was not unusual—Brenda Faye called two or three times a week, not out of obligation but out of the genuine and slightly relentless warmth of a woman who believed that connection required maintenance, the same way her garden did.

"Have you heard?" she said, without preamble.

"Dennis Garner's son is back," Clem said. "Yes."

A pause that meant she'd been hoping to be the one to tell him. "Gord says he seems quiet."

"Most people are quiet when they're taking care of a dying parent."

"Clem." She said his name the way she said it when she thought he was being deliberately obtuse, which was her reading of him when he stated practical things in a practical register and she wanted something softer. "You went to school with him."

"Two years apart."

"Do you remember him?"

He thought about this honestly, the way he did with most questions. He had a memory for detail, for the specific features of things he'd paid attention to, and he had not—in high school, in the halls of Linden Falls Secondary—paid particular attention to Holt Garner. There had been a general impression: tall, quieter than the other boys in that particular way that was either shyness or self-containment, one of maybe three Black kids in the school. Good hands, someone had said once, meaning at something—shop class, probably, or some project. Gone the summer after Clem was a sophomore.

"Some," he said.

"He's going to need people," Brenda Faye said. "That house has been alone as long as Dennis has."

"I know what the house needs," Clem said. "Dennis brought things in."

"That is not what I'm talking about and you know it."

He did know it. He looked at the tool he was cleaning and kept cleaning it.

"Clem," Brenda Faye said. "Don't be an idiot about it."

"I'm not doing anything."

"That's what I mean."

He could hear her smiling, the particular smile of a woman who loves you and has run out of patience for the same thing twice. He said goodbye and hung up and stood with his phone for a moment, and the word idiot sat with him the way certain words do when someone says a true thing in an exasperated way.

He put his phone in his pocket and finished closing up.

He drove home on Maple the way he always did, past the diner, past the hardware store, past the intersection with Sycamore. He did not turn down Sycamore. He went straight, the way he always did, and he made his dinner and he read for a while and he went to bed at ten the way he always did.

He slept fine.

He almost always did.
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