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Chapter One

 

The Porch That Needed Fixing

 

Claire Harlan stood on her front porch with a mug of coffee gone lukewarm and watched the young man measure the broken railing for the third time. The storm two weeks earlier had taken out a section of the old redwood, and the local handyman she usually called was booked until November. The number on the card her neighbor had pressed into her hand belonged to Eli Vargas, twenty-seven, who did carpentry and small repairs between other jobs.

She was sixty-five. The number still surprised her on certain mornings, as if the mirror and the calendar were collaborating on a joke she had not agreed to. Three years divorced after thirty-four years of marriage, two adult children who lived three and five hours away, a part-time position shelving and recommending books at the independent store on Main Street. The house was paid for. The days were quieter than she had expected them to be.

Eli straightened and pushed the pencil behind his ear. He was tall without being imposing, dark hair cut short, a small scar near the left eyebrow that caught the light when he turned. He wore a faded green work shirt with the sleeves rolled. When he spoke, his voice was lower than she expected.

“The posts are sound. It’s the top rail and two balusters. I can source matching redwood or go with a composite that won’t splinter. Your call.”

“Matching. I’d rather not look at something that pretends to be wood.”

He nodded as if the preference made sense to him. “I can start Thursday. Should take two days if the weather holds.”
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Claire gave him a deposit by check. He wrote the amount in a small notebook and did not ask for identification. When he left, the porch felt larger than it had before he arrived. She finished the cold coffee and went inside to water the plants that had survived her inconsistent attention.

On Thursday he arrived at eight with a truck that had seen better years and a radio that played something instrumental and low. Claire left the side door unlocked and a note about the coffee maker. She spent the morning at the bookstore. When she returned at three, the new rail was half installed and Eli was sanding the edges with the patience of someone who preferred the work to the conversation around it.

She offered iced tea. He accepted. They stood on the intact section of the porch and looked at the street. A woman walked a dog. A delivery van passed. The ordinary afternoon continued.

“You live in town?” she asked.

“Rent a room above the hardware store. Temporary. I move around for work.”

“Family nearby?”

“Mother in Sacramento. Sister in Nevada. That’s the list.” He set the glass down on the railing he had not yet replaced. “You don’t have to make conversation. I’m fine with the quiet.”

Claire almost smiled. “Most people your age fill every silence.”

“Most people my age haven’t spent enough time alone yet.”

The observation stayed with her after he left for the day. She heated leftover soup and ate it standing at the counter, listening to the house settle. The distance between sixty-five and twenty-seven felt both abstract and suddenly concrete.
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Chapter Two

 

Coffee at the Wrong Hour

 

The porch was finished by Saturday afternoon. Eli collected the final payment and lingered long enough to show her how the new gate latch worked. Claire paid him in cash this time. He counted it once and put it in his pocket without ceremony.

“If anything shifts in the next month, call me. Wood moves.”

“I’ll remember.”

He hesitated at the bottom of the steps. “There’s a place on the highway that does decent coffee after six. If you ever want to sit somewhere that isn’t this porch.”

The invitation was so unexpected that Claire answered before she had decided. “I close the store at five on Tuesdays. I could meet you at six-thirty.”

He nodded once and left. Claire stood on the repaired porch and felt the mild panic of a woman who had just agreed to something she could not easily categorize.

Tuesday arrived with the particular clarity of early autumn light. Claire changed clothes twice and then scolded herself for the vanity. She drove to the highway diner and found Eli already in a corner booth with a notebook open. He closed it when she sat down.

They ordered coffee. The conversation began with the porch and drifted toward safer subjects: the town’s limited restaurants, the way the fog came in from the ocean most evenings, the difference between temporary work and the kind that left a mark. Eli spoke about a carpentry apprenticeship he had left unfinished in Oregon. Claire spoke about the bookstore’s regular customers and the quiet pleasure of recommending
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novels to people who still read them.

At one point he asked, without preamble, “Does it feel strange sitting across from someone who could be your son?”

Claire set her cup down carefully. “It feels strange sitting across from anyone who pays this much attention. The age is only one of the variables.”

“Fair.” He turned the cup in his hands. “I’ve been trying to decide whether asking you here was a mistake or the first honest thing I’ve done in months.”

“Which way are you leaning?”

“Still deciding. You?”

“I’m sixty-five. I don’t lean quickly.”

He smiled at that—a brief, real expression that changed the lower half of his face. Claire felt the familiar internal warning that usually preceded bad decisions and ignored it long enough to agree to a second coffee.

They left the diner at eight. In the parking lot the air smelled of salt and exhaust. Eli walked her to her car and did not attempt to touch her. The restraint was more unsettling than an advance would have been.

That night Claire stood in her bathroom and looked at the evidence of sixty-five years: the soft skin at the jaw, the fine lines around the eyes, the practical short hair she had stopped coloring two years earlier. She tried to imagine what Eli saw when he looked at her and failed. The failure was almost a relief.
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