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“In this mysterious and moving novel in stories, infused with pitch-perfect details of everyday life, ordinary people absorbed in their personal worlds of pain and loneliness seek connections with those around them, often strangers, in a web of relationships that becomes something extraordinary. Characters move in and out of each other’s lives, thoughts, and memories, their stories coalescing into a surprising and satisfying conclusion that ultimately, through various small acts of redemption realized along the way, does define a kind of fragile and yet tenable human grace.” — Jeff Fearnside, author of Making Love While Levitating Three Feet in the Air and A Husband and Wife Are One Satan
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“Montgomery writes using the skills of a weaver; presenting rough fibers of life, sadness, and regrets, along with the soft thread of tenderness, love, and human relationships to create these stories; like a loom displays its almost finished right angles of cloth.” — Doug Erickson, co-author of Jefferson’s Western Explorations: Discoveries made in exploring the Missouri, Red River and Washita
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“Life’s great moments are often quiet. Dede Montgomery has written a book made up of such moments, allowing readers to ponder and reflect on life.” ­— Tom Hallman Jr., a Pulitzer Prize winning journalist and author
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“A single act of kindness throws out roots in all directions, and the roots spring up and make new trees.”

—Amelia Earhart
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WHAT HAPPENED IN that last moment before the moment after? Paul’s hands had shot up to cover his ears, their trembling fingers adorned by nails chewed down to the quick. The blaring sirens had frightened him, blocking out images and memories from only moments before, irretrievable to him now, hours later. Rough knuckles and fingers had grabbed at his wrists, leaving them red and sore. 

“Say something!” Garbled verbal commands loudly punctuated the blur of noises, foreign to him in that moment, as if coming from extraterrestrials. 

“What did you say? Why are you here?” 

These statements were undecipherable to him in those moments, blank dialogue bubbles floating above cartoon characters. Why are they yelling at me? Instead, Paul blindly struck out, terrified. 

“Put your hands up and move away.” A voice penetrated through the cacophony of sirens, traffic, and voices. 

Paul shook then, vibrations searching to find a route out of his body. “Please leave me alone,” he whispered, as he dropped to the ground, shrugging into a fetal ball. “I was trying. I was trying to help.” The cement was cold and the smell of old piss emanated from its cracks. His unconscious mission now was only to take up as little space as possible and pray for a miracle. To disappear like the magician in a trick from his boyhood, the one he had always wanted to see repeated again and again. 

“Get up!” echoed around him. 

The voices were loud and angry to Paul, as if shot from a firing line. He did nothing wrong, he wanted to yell but fear immobilized him, making him unable to obey commands. 

“Please,” he whispered again, believing uniformed people would protect him. 

His eyes now locked tight: if only he would awaken as if from a nightmare, sweaty and shaking but soon after comforted by his familiar bedroom. A rented room he knew was safe, where he could walk to the grocery store and to his job as an animal tech supervised by a woman who never raised her voice. Oh no, he remembered. The yells, sirens, and blinking lights short-circuited the neurons in his brain. Paul was merely trying to help, and he expected to be comforted, not accused. 

“Get up!” he heard again, a foot nudged his hip, his body slumped on the ground as if he were a drunk blocking a store front, he who could count on one hand the number of drinks he’d ever tasted.

“Please. Leave me.” He was infantile, without the ability to move body parts—feet, knees, hips. Why wouldn’t they leave him alone and give him quiet? His spirit had bolted from compassion and sadness to a terror that immobilized him.

“What are you doing here?” a different man in uniform asked in a quieter voice. 

“Hurry up!” a voice yelled from beyond. 

“Nothing,” Paul gasped. 

He kept his eyes clenched shut, frightened as he desperately sought his private world. A safer world. Away from these things he did not understand. He was helping the man, the man who was alone and hurt. Where did the man go? The noises and lights interrupted his focus. 

Paul forced his eyes open to peer toward the flashlight beam: pointed at another crumpled figure on the sidewalk. Paul barely recalled making the 911 call. Or did he? Then rising abruptly, frightened when the flashing lights and sirens disrupted the peace. A peace, only a few minutes before filled with comfort and his own prayers, surrounded by distant sea gull croons and tug boat air horns. The crumpled figure was the man who was hurt: before the sirens, lights, and yelling. Why was the man in uniform yelling and the sirens screaming while the other man didn’t stir? Paul’s eyes wandered to the deep red stains on his shirt sleeves. He rubbed one, then stared at his hand, damp with blood. Paul squeezed his eyes shut again and remained on the ground, incapable of doing anything in such pandemonium. His body ached suddenly, pain tore through his arm and his head throbbed. 

“No! No!” he cried, snot dripped from his nose and mixed with the saliva from his mouth, hanging from his face before it dribbled toward the ground. Paul closed his eyes once more as he shivered, withdrawing to the strong arms that grabbed him, walked him toward the patrol car, asking questions Paul could not decipher in his terror-filled state. 
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THAT WAS THEN. Now, he was not sure if any of the before mattered. Had he been in this spot two hours or two days? He was numbed, unable to tell if he was hungry or needed to pee, he rubbed his fingers along the hem of his softened flannel shirt in a failed attempt to comfort himself. He was in a stupor yet, knocked out by fear and noise and lights, not heroin or crack like others who might be captive nearby. Before, the officers acted as if following a course of action only they were privy to and his brain could not follow their thinking. Now, none of those moments before seemed to matter. Whether it was yesterday or today, was the crumpled man’s breath gone forever, heart stopped? Would Paul’s own moments enter a void stretching into eternity? Eternity: he remembers when he first tried on that word. 

“It can’t go on for ever and ever, Mama,” he had said to her all those years ago. “Nothing can just keep going.”

Now, as a grown man only barely, Paul knew life’s moments weren’t eternal. His lost moments of before still too foggy to decipher what had happened, silenced by sleep in this dim small room. What had he missed to get landed here? He expected people in uniforms to know things. To protect him. Their questioning of him from before created a seed of odd premonition. Maybe he did know something, but he was too tired to figure it out. He was ordinarily the one who noticed everything and protected others, no matter how small: how could he not know what they believe he did? Neurons in his brain were misfiring, improperly directed and scattered ineffectively as he blindly looked desperately around the darkened room for a savior. Help me, he pled silently. His head throbbed as he accepted something to be terribly wrong. 

Voices from elsewhere seeped into the room, and the beeping of radios trickled through the wall. He wished for light, not flashing lights, but soft yellow beams to lift the dimness of this room rather than the stark single bulb overhead. The room’s dampness smelled like dirty socks, and the buzzing in his ears from exposure to loud noises competed with muffled voices for attention from his brain. Paul shivered again. 

“No. No,” he muttered, barely audible, worn out and lacking space to store expanding bundles of fear. 

He looked down at the cuffs on his wrists, then closed his eyes as he slouched back against the smooth, cold concrete wall. Why did they put these on him? He was not a bad person like the criminals on TV. 

Paul’s terror was interrupted by the sound of footsteps and clinking keys outside the door. Whoever it was turned a key in the lock and the door opened, creating a triangular path of light into the room. A figure approached him, and Paul could tell it was a man wearing a uniform. He was now afraid of uniforms. The man walked toward him, reached out and lightly tapped his shoulder. 

“Get up,” he said calmly. 

As Paul rose, pain flooded his thighs and back, even though his wrists and feet felt numb. Has he been transformed into somebody else? He squinted at the man who shepherded him toward the door but Paul was distracted as he tried to open his sticky eyelids. He drew his eyebrows up in an effort to open his eyes wide, trying to clear his vision. 

At first, all he could see was the dappled triangular pattern of light on the tiled floor. He couldn’t take his eyes off its perfect symmetry filled with angles and holes.  But a firm push directed him, moving him away from the pattern of light, even though he wished to stay in its safety. Yet, Paul was a man to follow rules, and now he moved his feet on his own to where he is directed, first right foot, followed by left. Where is he? He was less frightened but still confused. Once he left the room and entered a brightly lit hallway, he identified a different stench of despair, tinged with Lysol. Now he was moving easily, no push needed to prod him further. He shuffled along the corridor, stiff from sitting, as daylight streamed in through windows on one side. He looked outside and spied stunted pine trees before mimicking the movement of the man ahead of him. The man stopped at a door. Paul was jolted by the sound of a buzzer and the clank made by the door as it was unlocked and then opened. He wanted to tell them to make the noises stop, but he couldn’t get words out. He wondered if the loud noises and flashing lights swallowed his ability to speak. 

“Go ahead,” the man said. Quietly. Almost friendly. Did he imagine all the mean voices from before? Paul glanced at him, questioning, before turning to the figure the man nodded at. 

Paul wanted to rub his eyes. She was there. He closed his eyes tightly before opening them again to create tears to see more clearly. Was she real? All of his tears had been used up. She rose from a plastic bench. He recognized her, though her eyes looked different: tired and ringed with red. She was the only one to understand him: he knew this now as if for the first time.  He knew she was disappointed in him. He wondered if she had given up on him, her only son. He searched her face quickly for the answer before looking down at the floor, unable to handle the intensity of her expression. He was certain she was ashamed, believing he did something wrong. The men in uniform knew. They were supposed to help him, she had always promised. He couldn’t remember his mother ever looking at him this way before. Before, she would have made certain to never let him be here. He looked up nervously at her, and her eyes replied: How could you? How could he after everything she had done for him. He wanted to plead to her to believe him, she that knew him better than anyone else must believe him. 

Now he doubted himself. He wanted to scream: Help me! Please take me home. Where it is quiet and I can think. Please, Mama. Believe me, trust me. I was only trying to help. Her tired eyes told him, leftover tear tracks as if permanent scars even though her eyes were dry. “No.” He knew her, this mama of his. “That’s all. That’s it. I can’t,” her eyes said to him. Please, Mama, he wanted to cry out. Please, Mama. One hug. And then, I will let you be. He silently prayed, knowing only then he had never prayed before. 

As if he had spoken aloud, the uniformed man turned away. Paul’s mother looked at the man and her expression changed from sadness and disappointment to curiosity. Had she shrunk since the last time he had seen her, not so long ago? The man in the uniform looked distracted and stepped away from them as if to feign looking out the window. To look out to a cement parking lot and cloudy mist. His mother spoke but her voice was muffled, and Paul couldn’t make out the words. Still the uniformed man continued to look out the window. Paul looked down at his hands, pieces of skin red and raw from fidgeting with the cuffs. He forced his fingers together in a memory from the past. Here was the church. Steeple. See all the people. 

“No, no, I can’t,” he muttered as he slowly moved his head side to side. Yet, still the man looked outside. 

His mother stepped toward Paul, glancing at the uniformed man who continued to stare outside. His mother turned back to Paul and stood in front of him, staring into his eyes. Was this the end, Paul wondered? The only thing left was this moment.  He tried to move his arms but they stayed lifeless in front of him, raw, stiff. She moved closer and he got a whiff of lavender, the laundry detergent he remembered her using. Still, she looked in his eyes. Her expression now told him everything. If this is the end, I will still love you forever. And hate whatever it was you may have done. To yourself. To me. To us. But in this moment, I forgive you, her eyes said. She lifted her bare pale arms with their drooping flabby skin, and raised her wrists as she tried to encircle him. This stooped woman was too short and couldn’t clasp her hands behind his neck, so instead rested her body against his chest. Paul felt comforted in this moment. Now he smelled cinnamon and remembered rolling out cookies at a wooden kitchen table long ago, using special cookie cutters she let him select. 

Paul closed his eyes. No more yelling. No more loud noises circling deep within him. He breathed in, and relaxed into her tiny body, being careful not to knock her over with his bulk. In this moment. Other moments would come, but not in this moment. In this moment, he felt relief tinged with joy. This was their moment. 
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THERE WAS NO casket, yet its absence would have surprised no one. If they’d been asked, those who knew Frank would have been amazed to learn a service was to be held at all. If anything, a two-lined obituary in tiny hard to read print, buried in the small-town newspaper. On second thought, probably not even noteworthy enough for the Astorian. If it were a bigger city, it’d be ignored entirely. 

It wasn’t that Frank was an unkind man. He had simply been forgotten. A one-time self-taught auto mechanic who only began working in a warehouse to address mounting bills during a tight economy. And yet people came. A dozen and a half, and at least one who was only curious. Clustered together in a no-nonsense cheaply paneled room funded for public gatherings by the city, or by tax payers, some might argue: the few who knew him, some who heard about it, and the rest who wanted free snacks and wondered. Curiosity, it attracts people in good and bad times. 

Nobody in the crowd was visibly grieving, except for Anne. Frank’s daughter Anne grieved, even if her mother didn’t. A stranger may have wondered if Anne and Monica were kin, sitting next to each other, a bit of resemblance, dark hair and eyes, small wrists, serious expressions. A dedicated detective, though, would wonder: Are they estranged? Few words were shared between the two, and they sat in metal folding chairs far enough apart to create inches of cool void between shoulders and thighs.

Anne would say if someone had the nerve to ask her mother, maybe after first imbibing in a “stronger than lemonade” drink to loosen up, Frank deserved it, Monica would snap how she wasn’t surprised after all. Most people, at a farewell occasion like this memorial, would have the good sense to nod, look down at the ground, and move away, unwilling to encourage spite after the abrupt ending of a man’s life. Yet, a few were driven by a reckless nosiness, hanging around for more, even when they know they shouldn’t. Then, with an audience and after sipping more wine, Monica might continue, “People who spend their lives selling false bills of sale, deserve what they get.” Anne could imagine her mom then looking off into the distance at a storm of images reflecting their past. Time-marked snapshots hovering from so many years ago. Only later might she feel bad for what she said.

Anne squirmed in her chair to relieve the cramp in her back from too much sitting, and she shook her head as if to erase this Etch a Sketch of her imagined conversation. The grayness captured by coastal skies infiltrated her mood and enhanced the room’s starkness, making a joke of the euphemism “celebration of life.” She stared across the room at a vintage porthole clock, a nautical detail not bold enough to add vitality to the event.

Anne couldn’t envision articulating a single sentence coherently. Not now. Instead she sniffed back her tears and wiped at the snot before it dripped from her nose, using the paper towel she’d grabbed before locking her car. Memories and thoughts rattled inside her, ravaging her initially calm brain. No matter what memories she unearthed, they dropped her back at the same conclusion she started with. No man deserved to be killed by someone else. No matter what. Definitely not Frank. Obsessed with fantasies about his future? No doubt, but this daughter knew him to be kind, albeit frustrated. Misunderstood? Almost always. She set her feet firmly on the floor as if to offset the ever so slight downward slide of her legs on the slippery chair as she stared ahead, barely listening. 

Anne wondered if her dad knew his end was happening. Did he have a few moments to come to peace with it or acknowledge its finale? Might he have appreciated living more years than some may have predicted? Those were questions to which she sought answers.

It wasn’t only the barebones service and flowers, Anne contemplated, knowing she was unappreciative, but an expectation to eat together and socialize with people unknown to her. A few people had laughed or chuckled upon entering the room: Why should there be laughter, her twenty-four-year-old brain asked? And, who would care enough to spend money to plan this event if not her, his daughter? Anne knew enough about event planning to recognize it took more than a single phone call: tracking people from the past, finding even a no-cost venue, ordering flowers and food, even if it all came from Costco. 

As plain as the room was, did that person know to select one with a smidgen of a view because they knew how Frank liked to look out into the mouth of the Columbia River? Anne remembered those few good days as a teen, wedged between memories of school and family, when her dad would remind her what he liked most. To sip his favorite beer—Anne knew it to be the cheapest in the 7-11 fridge—and stare out toward the treacherous Columbia Bar. He might peer out to the spot where, on a good day, one might make out the shadow of Cape Disappointment Lighthouse or the rocky jetties disappearing into the ocean. Out into the expanse of the Pacific Ocean, even on those socked-in coastal days when he had to fill in its expanse from memory. When she was younger she heard enough from her mom to know about his dozens of unfulfilled wishes, too often blaming others for their lack of fruition. Frank was bitter toward many, his father and his ex, and others he claimed who had wronged him. He held chronic pain in his body from years of hard work and banked frustration because of the aches he endured at pittance wages from some stiff. But when he looked out to the Pacific, Frank would always
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