CHAPTER 1
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HE WAS A MAN in his seventies whose retirement years were filled
with the pleasure of restoring cars and trucks that had been wrecked
and then abandoned by those who could afford to replace them.
From mountain roads and vacant lots he towed them home and got
them running again for those who could not afford something off a
used-car dealer’s yard. Having felt the frosty breath of old age on the
back of his neck now and then, Arvo Saarikoski found pleasure in
rebuilding old cars to something like their former selves — a miracle
he could hardly manage for himself.

When friends suggested he take the opportunity to travel before

he got too old, he waved the notion aside. He'd travelled already —



New Orleans, San Francisco, twice to the Baltic countries. Travel
was exhausting, crowds were confusing, foreign countries were de-
termined to empty your bank account. Worse, being carted around
from place to place made him feel useless. He hadn’t been allowed to
give the Norwegian tour bus a badly needed tune-up. He’d been pre-
vented from examining the engine of the Louisiana paddle-wheeler,
though he could tell it was in serious trouble while they laboured up
a steamy canal.

Since he was determined not to travel any more, neighbours rec-
ommended a night-school class for seniors. It was never too late to
learn something new. Bee-keeping. Photography. The history of la-
bour unions. But he didn’t need a night-school class! Arvo was satis-
fied with what he was doing — what he’d been doing for years. You
could see the results out there on the roads. A handsome ’38 Ford V8
he’d rebuilt for the elderly Gordon twins was still being driven in
vintage car parades by the one surviving sister. A 93 Saturn, once
inhabited by a family of raccoons in a derelict barn, now carried
Colin Hardy and his classmates to and from the college south of
town. Arvo had worked for a month and a half on the 1982 Camaro
he’d found overturned in a gravel pit behind Connor Lake, deter-
mined to get it ready for Tom Grove’s high school graduation. He’d
been rewarded with a kiss from the girlfriend and an invitation to
attend the ceremony — though once he’d dressed in his suit and tie
he’d decided the invitation had been only a courtesy, not meant to be
taken seriously.

From wrecks that defied his efforts to revive them, he salvaged the
reusable parts and hauled the carcasses onto the field behind his
house. Since Portuguese Creek was eleven kilometres north of town,
there were no officials to object to his sprawling graveyard of auto

parts.



Nor was there a wife to object to this view from the kitchen win-
dow. He had survived a few close-calls that might have surprised his
friends if they’d known. It had been mostly married women who'd
found this loose-limbed lanky bachelor intriguing. But he’d seen
how these women frowned at the crescents of grease beneath his fin-
gernails and knew they were plotting to clean him up and suggest a
different sort of activity to fill his days. When he’d dropped hints of
a broken heart that had never completely mended, they’d decided
not to waste their time on a man who would rather restore life to old
cars than reawaken passion in an ageing woman’s heart.

At any rate, he suspected that any woman who saw the inside of
his house would be alarmed to see how perfect he’d been keeping it.
He might labour with engines and oily car parts in his workshop but
he never failed to scrub down in his backyard sauna before returning
to the house he kept as spotless as his mother had kept it before him.
You could see yourself reflected in her linoleum floors; you saw no
unwashed dishes in her kitchen sink nor wrinkle in the satin cover
on his bed. Her crocheted doilies remained stift with starch and per-
fectly white beneath the family photos on her polished tables. A day
in the grease pit did not prevent him from keeping the place just as
Silvi Saarikoski had famously kept it before him.

Few had forgotten the heavy middle-aged woman from Thunder
Bay who had stepped down off a bus claiming in the Store to be his
“intended.” This was almost twenty years ago. No one but Arvo had
known she’d arrived as the result of a letter he’d written — unwisely,
it turned out. She had not been intimidated by his meticulous house-
keeping, nor was she bothered by his love affair with old cars, but
within the month he’d found good reason to put both her and her
teenaged son onto another bus.

Of course the next time Arvo put foot inside the Store, Matt



Foreman suggested that Thunder Bay was a long way to come for
such a short visit.

“I would’ve liked it even shorter,” Arvo said. “Turned out she was
mostly looking for someone to bail her light-fingered son out of jail
every weekend.”

Foreman removed a few outdated notices from the cork-board
above the coffee maker. “I thought I heard her yelling Finnish at you
once.”

Arvo laughed. “Her suomeski wasn’t much better than mine but
she knew more swear words than my Uncle Ahti. I heard just about
every one of them while I was pushing her onto the bus. She cursed
me even while I was paying for their tickets! Turned out the whole
business cost me more than I knew — as I found out next time I went
to my underwear drawer for some cash.”

“She robbed you?”

“You could say she taught me a lesson.”

“Not to give up on women altogether?”

“To give up on any woman I met since I was twenty or thirty years
old.”

He knew that so far as the local wives and widows were concerned,
his unhappy experience with the woman from Thunder Bay had
served him right. A long-armed, long-legged, long-backed scrawny
man who preferred the company of four-wheeled wrecks to the com-
panionship of an affectionate female had no business expecting any-
thing from life but loneliness. If he was worth keeping an eye on at
all, it was only because there was a slim possibility they might witness
a reunion with his first and only sweetheart, the rumoured mystery
girl whose name had not been spoken here but whose existence was
never in doubt.

He knew most of what was said about him. Portuguese Creek was



a rural community where the people who talked about you behind
your back were usually happy to say the same things to your face. He
would laugh and brush away their words without a comment, anx-
ious to get back to doing something important, like replacing the
brake drum on the Chev pickup he’d found abandoned in Hagan
Creek, the spring runoff having risen as high as the shattered wind-
shield.

Most of Arvo’s entertaining took place in his workshop on after-
noons when friends came down to collect their mail at the Store and
crossed the road to his shed of rough planks and corrugated-iron,
where the double doors were usually open while he worked. They
sat on the stacks of old tires or overturned boxes to complain about
the unreliable weather and the traitorous whims of their own un-
trustworthy bodies. They spoke of fly-wheels and shock absorbers
and the gutlessness of certain makes of car, and swore the pot hole in
the road past Baileys’ gate had got so deep and wide it should be re-
classified as a lake and given a name. There were few weeks in a year
it wasn’t filled with muddy water. Herbie Brewer predicted it would
soon be coming through the floorboards and drowning his socks.

Herbie Brewer leaned against a post where he could rub his back
on a convenient knot, but Peterson always sat with knees wide apart
on an empty mortise-cornered wooden box stamped with faded let-
ters: CIL Explosives. Because Arvo would not allow smoking in his
workshop, Bert Peterson chewed fiercely at a stick of gum until it lost
its flavour, then disposed of the exhausted wad against a side of the
box beneath him and fished another stick from the pocket of his
long-sleeved faded cotton shirt.

Cynthia O’Brien liked to sit near the open doorway where she
could take part in the conversation while breathing air untainted by

motor oil and watching the traffic go by. She may have taught



mathematics to some of those drivers — every bit as restless then as
they appeared to be now. The doorway to Arvo’s workshop was a
chance for her to observe the world while participating in the sort of
conversations she used to hear about from her late husband. Once
you've walked up to the Store to get your mail, she’d told Arvo,
walking home could be depressing for someone who’d once partici-
pated in staff meetings and classroom debates. Women friends tend-
ed to feel they had to interrupt what they were doing and make her a
cup of tea, but she could count on Arvo to go right on with his work.

For Arvo, whether there were visitors or not, there was always a
radiator in need of a flush-out or a tire to replace on a rescued truck.
Today they’d arrived when his head was beneath the hood of an early-
model Mazda whose engine he’d only begun to take apart. He'd
rather chat with friends while working than invite them into the
house where he would have to ask them to take off their shoes and be
careful where they sat. Inside his house they would expect him to
bring out a cake or a cookie jar, and would then drop crumbs on the
floor. For this reason he kept a coffee urn at one end of the work-
bench, beside his stack of crime paperbacks. Visitors could help
themselves to a mug of coffee and a cinnamon roll he’d made from
his mother’s korvapuustit recipe and not interrupt his work. A decent
mechanic who took his work seriously could keep most vehicles run-
ning indefinitely. “Of course, the auto makers would arrange to have
you killed if they heard you’d figured out how.”

But it was not the auto makers who were on everyone’s mind this
afternoon, it was Martin Glass. “Too bad the doctors aren’t as smart
as Arvo,” Peterson said. “They might've kept Martin’s insides hum-
ming a little longer.”

But people, unlike automobiles, could not always be reborn with

another’s rescued parts — not once they’d stopped breathing at least.



