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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of death, psychological manipulation, medical malpractice, unlicensed medical practice, improper burial, institutional complicity, grief, economic desperation, substance references, and moral ambiguity. Reader discretion is advised.

Every town has a version of the truth it agrees to tell. The dangerous ones are the towns that have forgotten the original.

— Miriam Strauss, The Kept Hours

For the ones who kept the records. And for the ones the records kept out.
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PROLOGUE

THE LEDGER
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The body arrives on a Tuesday, which is typical. People prefer to die on Tuesdays and Saturdays, if they can help it, though I have never been able to account for why. Glenn—my father—kept a chart once, back in the nineties, when he still believed in the instructive power of data. Tuesdays and Saturdays led the field. Wednesdays lagged. He tacked the chart to the corkboard in the prep room and sometimes he'd point to it when I was doing my homework at the counter and say, Remember, Iris, even dying has a pattern. He was right about that. He was right about a lot of things I'm only now beginning to understand.

Ellis Monroe Cargill. Seventy years old. Retired machinist. Found in his recliner on Stanton Road by his daughter, Shelby, who drove forty-five minutes from the fulfillment center in Etna after he didn't answer his phone. The paramedics pronounced him at the scene. The death certificate, signed by Dr. Margaux Linden, reads cardiac arrest, natural causes. Shelby called Layton and Sons because Layton and Sons is the only funeral home in Harrow, and her father, like everyone's father in this town, always said when the time comes, call the Laytons.

I have been waiting for this call for eleven months.

I don't mean that the way it sounds. I don't mean I was waiting for Ellis Cargill specifically to die, or that I was eager, or morbid about it. I mean something more precise and harder to explain: the phone has not rung since December of last year. Not for a body. Not once. Layton and Sons has been open since 1952, and in sixty-seven years of continuous operation, there has never been a month—not a single month—without at least one death in Harrow. My grandfather Howard used to say that death was the only reliable customer. He said it without irony. It was a statement of accounting, and it was accurate.

Until this year.

January passed without a call. I noticed, the way you notice a skipped heartbeat—something off, but brief, and then the rhythm resumes. It didn't resume. February was silent. March. I cleaned the parlors. I polished the brass handles on the display caskets. I replaced the silk lining in the Everest model, which had developed a stain from humidity. April, May, June—I reorganized the supply closet, recertified my embalming license, attended a continuing-education seminar in Columbus on post-mortem cosmetology. I drove home through the flat Ohio dark and thought about nothing because there was nothing to think about. July brought heat and no one to the table. August brought county fair flyers and silence. September, I painted the front porch. The white trim had been graying for two years. I used Benjamin Moore Chantilly Lace because it was what Glenn used and I saw no reason to change.

I did not tell anyone about the silence. Not the county health department. Not the state licensing board. Not Dale Hutchins at the police department. Not Nolan Grace at the Ledger, who would have turned it into a human-interest piece with a pun in the headline. I kept the information where I keep most information: in a drawer, filed, labeled, closed.

In October, I started counting. Not the days without a death—I'd been doing that already, reflexively, the way a pilot checks altitude. I started counting the people who should have died. I knew this town's demographics the way a farmer knows weather: intimately, seasonally, by instinct. Harrow has 11,042 residents as of the last census. The average American death rate is 8.9 per thousand per year. Adjusted for Harrow's age profile—older, sicker, poorer than the national average—we should lose between forty and fifty-five residents per year. We lost forty-three in 2018. Forty-seven in 2017. In 2019, the number was zero.

Zero is not a number that occurs naturally in mortality statistics for a population this size. Zero is a number that is made.

I know this. I have known this since the silence stretched past June and the knowing settled into my bones with the same dull permanence as the formaldehyde smell that lives in the walls of this building. But knowing and doing are different muscles, and I have always been stronger in the first.

Now Ellis Cargill is on my table in the basement prep room, and the fluorescent light makes his skin look like candle wax, and the quiet of eleven months presses against the walls like water against a dam. I pull on my gloves. I check the drainage. I note the time—9:47 p.m.—in the logbook, next to his name, in the same black ink my father used, in the same logbook my father started in 2006 when the original one filled up. The page I'm writing on is twenty-three pages from the last entry. Twenty-three blank pages. Almost a year of nothing.

I begin the examination. Ellis is five-ten, maybe one-eighty when he was eating regularly, less now. The flesh has settled the way it does in the hours after the heart stops—pooling, cooling, finding its final arrangement. His face is calm. Most faces are. People imagine death as dramatic, contorted, agonized. In my experience, the dead look like they've put something down and forgotten to pick it up again.

I check his hands. Callused, scarred across the knuckles—a machinist's hands, a yard-work man's hands. His nails are trimmed. Someone was looking after him, or he was looking after himself. I check his arms. No bruising. No marks. I move to the torso. I undo his shirt—a flannel, plaid, the kind they sell at the hardware store in packs of two—and examine the chest, the abdomen. Normal for his age and history.

Then I turn him, gently, to check the back and sides. And I see it.

A small bruise on his left hip. Low, near the iliac crest, where the skin is thin enough that a needle leaves a mark for days. It's round, maybe a centimeter across, with a faint yellow halo of older bruising underneath. A subcutaneous injection site. I've seen thousands of them—insulin, blood thinners, pain management. But there are no medication bottles in Shelby's report of the house. No pill organizers. No syringes in the bathroom trash. Dr. Margaux Linden managed his care, Shelby said, and Dr. Margaux manages her patients closely. Everything goes through her.

I look at the bruise. The bruise looks back at me with the particular patience of evidence.

I could call the county coroner. I could photograph the site and flag the death certificate for review. I could ask Shelby whether her father was receiving injections, and from whom, and on what schedule, and she would probably tell me and probably not understand why I was asking. These are the steps a person takes when the body tells a story that doesn't match the paperwork.

I don't take them.

Instead, I note the bruise on my own record—not the official intake form, but the private log I keep in the same cabinet where Glenn kept his. I describe the size, the location, the coloring. I am my father's daughter in this regard: I document everything. I just don't always do anything with the documents.

I finish the prep work. I set the features—close the eyes, position the jaw, apply the first layer of embalming compound. I clean the table. I wash my hands. I climb the narrow stairs to the apartment above the parlors, where I have lived alone since Glenn died in this very building thirteen months ago, and I sit at the kitchen table with a glass of water I won't drink.

Downstairs, Ellis Cargill lies in the cool and the quiet, and the building holds him the way it has held a thousand bodies before him, patiently, professionally, without comment. The logbook is still open on the counter in the prep room. The ink is still wet.

I wrote cardiac arrest, natural causes, because that is what the death certificate says.

But my hand knows what my mind won't say yet: the dead don't lie. And this body is lying.

ACT I

THE EMPTY YEAR
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Chapter One

LAYTON & SONS
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The building found us before we found it.

That’s how my father told it, anyway. Glenn Layton was twenty-six years old in 1978, newly licensed by the state of Ohio and newly married to a woman who would leave him eleven years later, when he drove through Harrow on his way to a job interview in Columbus. He stopped for gas at the Sunoco on Route 37. The pump was slow. While he waited, he looked across the street and saw a two-story Victorian with a wraparound porch and a for-sale sign rusting in the front yard. The windows were boarded. The gutters sagged. The lawn was knee-high and going to seed.

He bought the house the following Tuesday for twenty-two thousand dollars, which was six thousand dollars more than he had. He took the rest from the credit union on Broad Street, where the loan officer—a man named Vern Stottlemyer—asked him what he planned to do with the property.

“Funeral home,” my father said.

“In Harrow?” Vern said.

“People die everywhere,” my father said. “Steady work.”

Vern approved the loan. My father gutted the first floor, installed drainage in the basement, hung a sign that read LAYTON & SONS above the porch, and opened for business on March 3, 1979. He was the only funeral director within forty minutes. He stayed the only funeral director within forty minutes for the next thirty-nine years.

There were never any sons. There was only me.

My name is Iris Layton. I am forty-four years old. I hold an associate’s degree in mortuary science from the Cincinnati College of Mortuary Science and a license from the Ohio Board of Embalmers and Funeral Directors, renewed every two years without incident. I have been the sole operator of Layton & Sons Funeral Home since my father’s death in November of 2018. Before that, I was his apprentice, his assistant, his bookkeeper, and his daughter, roughly in that order of usefulness.

This is not self-pity. This is inventory. My father was a precise man who believed in knowing exactly what you had and exactly where you kept it, and I learned the habit young.

What I have: a funeral home on Marbury Street in Harrow, Ohio. Three viewing parlors on the ground floor—the Rose Room, the Oak Room, and the small room we call the Alcove, which seats twelve and is used for infants and for people who had no one. A prep room in the basement with a porcelain embalming table, a Dodge Company fluid injection system that my father installed in 1994, and fluorescent lighting that hums at a frequency I stopped noticing sometime during my twenties. An apartment upstairs with two bedrooms, one of which I sleep in and one of which contains my father’s desk, his filing cabinets, and a locked drawer I have not opened.

What I also have: a town.

Harrow sits forty minutes east of Columbus in the part of central Ohio where the land flattens out and the sky gets wide and the towns start looking like they’re apologizing for still being there. Population eleven thousand and change, though the change has been moving in one direction for two decades. The paper mill on Scioto Street closed in 2004. The distribution center that was supposed to replace it opened in 2009 and moved to Etna in 2016. What’s left is a Kroger, a Dollar General, a Farm & Fleet, and the kind of downtown where half the storefronts have paper in the windows and the other half are holding on through a combination of stubbornness and low rent.

People die in towns like Harrow at a steady, predictable rate. The state actuary could tell you the number. So could I, without the actuary. In a town of eleven thousand with our demographics—older, whiter, poorer, sicker than the state average—you expect forty to fifty-five deaths per year. Some years more, if the flu hits hard or the summer is brutal. Some years fewer. But never zero. Never anything close to zero.

In 2017, the year before my father died, Layton & Sons handled forty-eight services. In 2018, the year he did die, we handled forty-one, and one of them was his. I stood on the living side of the table for that one. I hired a man from Lancaster to do the prep because I could not—would not—touch my father’s body with the same hands I’d used on strangers. Some lines you can draw. I drew that one.

In 2019, I handled one. Ellis Cargill. December 2nd. The rest of the year was silence.

I should describe what silence sounds like in a funeral home, because it is not the same silence as other places. An empty church is quiet. An empty hospital is eerie. An empty funeral home is a held breath. The building was designed to be full of the dead and the grieving, and when neither comes, it doesn’t rest. It waits. The refrigeration unit in the basement runs regardless—you don’t shut it down just because there’s no one in it. The thermostat keeps the viewing parlors at sixty-eight degrees. The sign stays lit. Everything functions. It is a machine with nothing to process.

In January 2019, I assumed it was a slow start. February, a mild winter—fewer pneumonia cases, fewer falls on ice. By March, I noticed. By April, I started keeping a second count in addition to the one the county already tracked. My count. In a spiral-bound notebook I bought from the Dollar General, I wrote down every name I expected to lose and didn’t.

Carl Tremont, eighty-nine, end-stage COPD. Should have been February at the latest. Still alive in June, sitting on his porch on Vine Street, breathing with the kind of labored patience that makes you wonder whether the body has simply forgotten how to stop.

Beverly Moss, seventy-seven, metastatic pancreatic. Dr. Linden gave her three months in October of 2018. In May of 2019, Beverly drove herself to the Kroger and bought a flat of petunias.

Harold Kerr. Donna Partlow. Ray Sifuentes. Name after name. People who should have been mine—and I mean that in the professional sense, the way a doctor means “my patient” or a lawyer means “my client.” They were the people whose final arrangements I had quietly, privately anticipated. Layton & Sons kept files on them. My father started the practice: a manila folder for anyone over seventy-five or anyone with a terminal diagnosis, containing their preferences—if known—and a cost estimate. He called them the courtesy files. I inherited thirty-one of them.

By June, none of them had died. None of them had even been hospitalized. I checked. I did not check by calling, because calling would have required explaining why I was asking, and I did not have an explanation I was willing to say out loud. I checked the way you check anything in a town of eleven thousand: I listened. At the Kroger. At the post office. At Margaux Linden’s clinic, where I went in July for a blood draw I didn’t need, just to sit in the waiting room and read the faces of the people coming out.

Everyone looked fine. That was the problem. Everyone looked better than fine.

I did not tell anyone. I have thought about this decision many times since, and I still cannot locate the moment it became a decision rather than an absence of action. I simply didn’t mention it. The county health department would have noticed eventually—they track vital statistics, same as I do. The state licensing board calls once a year to confirm I’m still operational. When they called in September, I told them business was slow. The woman on the phone laughed and said, “Well, that’s a good problem to have,” and I agreed, because what else do you say?

I spent the empty months the way you spend any time that has lost its purpose: I maintained. I cleaned the prep room every Thursday, whether it needed it or not. I polished the brass fixtures on the casket display models. I ordered embalming fluid in the same quantities I always had, and when the boxes arrived, I stacked them in the basement next to the ones I’d ordered the quarter before. I kept the books—the real ones, the ones the state sees—current and accurate, which is to say: nearly empty.

My father kept two sets of books. I should mention that now, because it becomes important later. The official records—intake logs, death certificates, accounts receivable—lived in the filing cabinets along the east wall of his office, which is now my office. But he also kept a second set. Personal records. Notes he made in a hand so small you needed a magnifying glass to read them, in ledgers he bought from an office supply store in Newark. He kept those in the bottom drawer of his desk, and he kept that drawer locked, and I never asked him why because my father was not a man you asked.

When he died, the desk became mine. The key did not. I looked for it—in his pockets, in the nightstand beside the hospital bed the hospice company set up in the Rose Room during his last two weeks. I checked his key ring, his wallet, the cup on the bathroom shelf where he kept loose change and buttons and the small things men accumulate without noticing. The key was not in any of those places. It was not anywhere I could find.

I could have forced the lock. It’s a standard Steelcase desk, mid-seventies, and the lock is decorative more than functional. A flathead screwdriver and five minutes would have done it. I did not force the lock. I told myself I was respecting his privacy, which was true, and that the contents were probably nothing—old tax returns, insurance documents, the kind of paper that accumulates in drawers and means nothing to anyone but the person who put it there. That was probably also true.

But the drawer stayed locked. And through the long, strange silence of 2019, while the building waited and the refrigeration unit hummed and the courtesy files gathered dust in the cabinet, I would sometimes sit at that desk and rest my hand on the surface above the locked drawer and think: You knew something. Didn’t you.

It was not a question. I did not ask it as a question. I sat with it the way you sit with a splinter you can feel but can’t see—aware of it, unable to address it, unwilling to dig.

Then December came, and Ellis Cargill died, and the silence broke, and I had a body on my table for the first time in eleven months. And I found the bruise. And I didn’t report it. And I went to bed that night in the apartment above the funeral home where a dead man lay in the basement, and I lay in the dark and pressed two fingers to the inside of my wrist—a habit I’ve had since my twenties, a private check, a confirmation—and I counted my own pulse until I fell asleep.

Sixty-two beats per minute. Steady work.

The next morning, I opened the spiral-bound notebook I’d been keeping since April, and I turned to a fresh page, and at the top I wrote a question I had been carrying for eight months without saying it, without thinking it in words, without letting it become anything more than a pressure in my chest that I could attribute to the weather or the season or the particular loneliness of an occupation that requires the dead to arrive before the work begins.

The question was this: Why did no one die in Harrow in 2019?

I wrote it in black ink, in the same hand my father used, because it was the hand he taught me. Then I closed the notebook, and I went downstairs, and I began to prepare Ellis Cargill for his funeral.

That is where this story starts. Not with the death—I’ve already told you about the death. Not with the bruise—I’ve told you about that, too. It starts with the question. It starts with a woman who spent a year not asking it, and then asked it, and could not stop.
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Chapter Two

THE DOCTOR’S HOURS
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Shelby Cargill arrives at ten the next morning to discuss arrangements. She is thirty-one, short-haired, and wearing a fleece jacket from the Amazon fulfillment center in Etna where she works the overnight sort. She has driven forty-five minutes to Harrow on two hours of sleep because her father is dead and this is what you do: you drive to the place where the body is, and you sit across a desk from the person who has it, and you make decisions about wood grain and satin lining while your hands shake and you try to remember whether your father ever said anything about what he wanted.

Most people haven’t. Most people assume they’ll get around to it.

I seat Shelby in the Rose Room, which is the largest of the three parlors and the one I use for arrangement conferences because it has a window facing Marbury Street and the morning light is good. I offer coffee. She accepts. I pour it from the carafe I started brewing at six, the same carafe I’ve brewed every morning for eleven months even though there was no one to drink it but me. The routine mattered. My father taught me that. “The day you stop making coffee is the day you’ve decided you’re closed,” he said once, and whether he meant the business or something larger, I didn’t ask.

Shelby wants a simple service. Visitation on Thursday, funeral on Friday, burial at Harrow Memorial. She does not want an open casket. I note this. I do not tell her that her father looks peaceful—the face-setting went well, and he could pass for sleeping—because that is a decision families make for themselves, and pushing it is a kind of salesmanship my father despised.

“Did he have a suit?” I ask.

“He had a sport coat,” she says. “Brown. He wore it to my cousin’s wedding in 2016. I think it’s in his closet.”

“That will be fine.”

We go through the checklist. Pallbearers—she names four, then stops, then names a fifth she isn’t sure about. Music—nothing religious, she says, then changes her mind and asks for “Amazing Grace” because her father hummed it when he did the dishes and she used to make fun of him for it. Flowers—whatever’s standard, she says. I write down carnations and white mums because that is what’s standard and she doesn’t need to know the markup is twelve percent.

While we talk, I watch her hands. This is a habit I developed years ago and cannot turn off. Hands tell you things. Shelby’s are red and dry across the knuckles—warehouse work, the constant friction of cardboard and packing tape. Her nails are cut short and unpolished. She wears no rings. When she speaks about her father, her right hand moves to her left wrist and stays there, pressing, as if checking for something. I recognize the gesture because I do it myself.

“Was your father seeing anyone for his heart?” I ask. I frame it as a routine question, which it mostly is. We need the medical history for the records.

“Dr. Linden,” Shelby says. “She’s been his doctor for—I don’t know. Fifteen years? Since she opened the clinic. He went every month.”

“Every month?”

“He was on medication. She wanted to monitor him.” Shelby pauses. “I offered to drive him to a cardiologist in Columbus. He said Margaux knew what she was doing. He trusted her. Everyone trusts her.”

She says this without emphasis, the way you state a fact so obvious it doesn’t need defending. Margaux Linden is the only primary care physician in Harrow. She operates the Linden Family Practice clinic on Elm Street, three blocks from where we sit. She has been here since 2003, and in that time she has become the kind of institution that small towns build around without noticing: the doctor who makes house calls, who accepts payment in installments, who knows your name and your children’s names and the name of the dog you had when you were twelve.

I know all of this. Everyone in Harrow knows all of this. What I also know, and what I have not said to anyone, is that every death certificate filed in Harrow for the past sixteen years has carried Margaux Linden’s signature. Every one. Because she is the only doctor, and the state requires a physician to certify the cause of death, and so every death in Harrow passes through her hands before it passes through mine.

This thought is still in my head when the front door opens and Margaux walks in.

She comes to the arrangement conference because that’s what Margaux does. She shows up. She wears a charcoal cardigan over a white blouse and dark slacks, and her hair—silver-blonde, shoulder-length, the kind of hair that looks effortless and probably requires thirty minutes every morning—is pulled back with a clip. She carries a manila folder. She smells faintly of hand sanitizer and something floral I can’t identify, and she enters the Rose Room the way she enters every room: as though the room has been expecting her.

“Shelby, honey.” She crosses to the couch where Shelby sits and takes both of Shelby’s hands in hers. Not a hug—Margaux doesn’t hug unless you initiate it—but a firm, two-handed grip that communicates warmth without crossing into the territory of physical intimacy. It is exactly the right gesture. Margaux’s gestures are always exactly right, and I have never decided whether that comforts me or puts me on edge.

“I brought the records you’ll need,” Margaux says to me, handing over the folder. “Ellis’s medical history, the death certificate copy, his prescription list.”

I open the folder. Inside: a three-page medical summary, typed, thorough. A photocopy of the death certificate I’ve already seen. And a prescription list that contains four medications—lisinopril, metoprolol, atorvastatin, and low-dose aspirin. Standard cardiac maintenance. Nothing unusual. Nothing injectable.

I think about the bruise on Ellis’s hip. I think about it the way you think about a word on the tip of your tongue—close, present, unreachable.

“Were there medication bottles at the house?” I ask, because this is something I ask. Part of the intake. Families sometimes bring the medications in, sometimes don’t, and it’s useful to have them for the record.

Shelby shakes her head. “I didn’t see any. But I wasn’t really looking.”

“I handle Ellis’s prescriptions through the clinic,” Margaux says. “I dispense directly for patients who have trouble getting to a pharmacy. It’s easier for them.” She says this to Shelby more than to me, and Shelby nods, grateful, because it sounds like kindness, and it is kindness, and I cannot explain even to myself why the word kindness snags in my mind like a thread caught on a nail.

Margaux stays for twenty minutes. She reviews the funeral details with Shelby, asks about readings, mentions a passage from Ecclesiastes that she’s heard Ellis liked. “He underlined it in his Bible,” Margaux says. “You know the one—a time to be born, a time to die.” She says it with the quiet authority of someone who has sat at enough bedsides to know what the dying mark in their books. And maybe she has. Sixteen years of practice in a town where she is the only physician—she has probably been in every house on every street. She probably knows where the Bibles are kept.

I watch her the way I watch everyone: from behind the professional distance that is both my job and my nature. Margaux’s hands are steady. Her voice stays in a narrow register—low, even, unhurried. She does not fidget. She does not check her phone. She gives Shelby her full attention, and when Shelby cries—briefly, with embarrassment, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand—Margaux produces a tissue from her cardigan pocket as though she’d been carrying it for exactly this purpose.

She probably was. That’s the thing about Margaux. She is always prepared for the moment that is about to happen.

When the conference ends, I walk them both to the front porch. Shelby leaves first, climbing into a dented Hyundai Elantra with an Amazon lanyard hanging from the rearview mirror. Margaux lingers. She stands on the porch with me and looks out at Marbury Street, which is quiet the way all streets in Harrow are quiet at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday morning—not empty, exactly, but still, as though the town is conserving its energy for something it hasn’t decided on yet.

“How are you holding up, Iris?” she asks. She does not look at me when she says this. She looks at the street. It is a technique I have seen her use before—the sideways question, the indirect gaze. It gives the other person room to answer honestly or to deflect, and it costs her nothing either way.

“Fine,” I say.

“It’s been a quiet year.”

I look at her. She is still watching the street. Her expression is neutral—pleasant, even. Margaux has a face that defaults to pleasantness the way some people’s faces default to suspicion or boredom. It is a useful face for a doctor. It communicates nothing you didn’t put there yourself.

“It has,” I say.

“Well.” She turns to me and smiles—not a wide smile, not a warm smile, but the precise smile of a woman who has concluded a transaction. “I’m glad you finally have some work.” She touches my arm—two fingers, brief—and walks down the porch steps to her car, a silver Volvo wagon she parks in the same spot on Marbury Street every time she comes here, which is not often, because people in Harrow don’t die at the funeral home. They die at home, or at her clinic, or at the hospital in Lancaster, and by the time they reach me, the paperwork is already done.

I watch the Volvo pull away. I stand on the porch with my hands in my pockets and my father’s building behind me and a dead man in the basement, and I think about what Margaux said. It’s been a quiet year. Said like a comment about the weather. Said like something everyone already knows and nobody needs to examine.

But she chose to say it. She didn’t have to. She could have said goodbye, could have said take care, could have said nothing at all and walked to her car. Instead, she named the thing I have been circling for months. The silence. The gap. She named it and then she smiled and then she left, and I am standing here on the porch trying to decide whether that was a conversation or a warning.

That evening, I drive past the clinic on Elm Street on my way to the Kroger. I don’t need anything at the Kroger. I need to drive past the clinic. The building is a converted house, like mine—a one-story ranch that Margaux bought and renovated in 2003 when she came to Harrow from a practice in Cincinnati. The parking lot is empty. The sign reads LINDEN FAMILY PRACTICE in green letters on a white ground, with the hours listed below: Monday through Friday, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.
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