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      Tobias's room smelled of him. Of old books and machine oil. Of thick, twisted abandoned socks and sweatshirts and shoes stuffed into corners and the floor of the closet. Of dead plants and wood.

      A smell at once welcoming and crushing.

      How does a man walk into his dead child's room with anything other than terror? Perhaps trepidation, at best. Perhaps that aching tear that attempts to separate soul from body.

      Peter Treuer stood in the doorway.

      He was forty-two years old. Wearing jeans and a light button shirt that was close to retirement. Probably had been through the wash a few dozen times now. The hints of frays were beginning at the cuffs and collar.

      He didn't know what to wear, really. He had bare feet. His own father's watch, an Olympus, on the aging leather strap on his wrist. It was a comfort, really, the watch. A way of knowing that things went on.

      Tobias's room occupied the west side of upstairs. Peter's own room was across the landing, with his borrowed black suit draped over his Grandmother's hand-stitched quilt on the bed.

      Between the rooms was a bathroom, with a shower, deep tub, commode and basin. A scrunched up toothpaste tube lay there, with tacky white extrusions around the jammed-on lid.

      The house was a nineteen fifties villa, on a street filled with nineteen fifties villas, and plane trees and cracked curbs and sidewalks. SUVs parked in driveways and line workers up in hydraulic buckets repairing whatever issue this week had brought to the electrical system. Amazon and Fedex robots zipping around delivering, trying avoid knocking kids off their tricycles and scooters.

      Peter stood in Tobias's doorway.

      This door had been closed so much. Access denied. At least over much of the last six years. From when he'd been fifteen, really. Twenty-one now, never to make twenty-two.

      Perhaps last year and the year before he'd been more amenable, but still kept his room sealed and separate. Emerging for meals and school and the occasional movie with friends.

      Not that he'd had a whole lot of friends.

      Peter cast his eyes over the room. Should he be taking new meaning from the posters of bands he hadn't heard of and movies he himself had never seen. Was there something behind it all? Was there some insight into this child he'd allowed to grow distant?

      One Republic, one of the posters read, with a bunch of hip-looking thirty-something men in tee shirts and light jackets. Grinning. Larking around. Having a good time. Watching the dollars roll in from their music. Five Seconds of Summer. Imagine Dragons. The bands all looked the same. Interchangeable.

      A red tongue and lips with Rolling Stones splashed in warpy text across the top. Well, at least Peter knew who they were. How could they still be so popular more than six decades after they'd started?

      Better, was the poster of someone in a small boat on a small lake.

      The room was large--an advantage of the house's vintage--and Tobias's bed was a double, with a wrought iron headboard and foot. Another quilt across the mattress, skewed and rumpled. This one from Home Depot, rather than a tireless and patient grandmother.

      The bed was against the northern wall, with a little gap on the west, doubtless half-filled with abandoned clothing, like some ditch between the freeway and the frontage road, outside of St Louis. Tires and burger wrappers and dolls without heads.

      Hopefully, here, just clothes and shoes and maybe a couple of candy wrappers.

      The room had two windows, each looking out into leafy trees. One an oak, the other an elm. They might have been saplings when the house had been constructed.

      The peak of the old garage was just visible. It was nice, having a home with a veranda and windows out front and a driveway alongside, rather than having half the frontage taken up with wide garage doors.

      Story was, inside of a decade, no one would be owning cars anyway. Everything would be self-driving Ubers or CarVons and any time you needed to get somewhere, you just called up. Millions of homes were going to be converting those big internal access garages into bedrooms or media rooms or indoor pools.

      Jammed into the room's corner was Tobias's desk. A simple wooden deck with a white steel frame. Covered in tablets and phones and the display of a big iMac, pushed right back against the wall.

      Tobias's internet history probably didn't bear checking. He'd never had a girlfriend. Kind of known as a geek. Smart as all get out, but struggled socially.

      Peter took a step into the room. Into Tobias's smell. Into his orbit.

      It was like being inside some funhouse. A hall of mirrors. Everything felt dislocated and shifted and disorienting.

      Peter took another step.

      He was going to have to get into here with boxes. Load up everything. Instead of that mantra of Keep, Sell, Donate, it would be just a Donate box.

      How could he keep anything?

      Peter took a breath.

      No. He would have to keep something. Impossible to simply toss this all out.

      Peter's heart clenched.

      Not today.

      He stepped out of the room. Headed downstairs. Photos of Tobias on the stairway wall. Tobias and Peter at Cabo a few years back. Tobias learning to ski. Tobias with his science fair project "Landing Apollo 38", just ten years back.

      Tobias and Peter and Meredith, Tobias's mom, in Mojave, looking at all the parked and abandoned aircraft.

      That day they'd watched a Scaled Composites rocket test. Peter and Meredith had been getting on great. Tobias had watched, rapt, as the rocket ascended. So freaking loud!

      Peter took the photo from the wall. The frame was a simple black thing, with glass. Probably bought from Wal-Mart.

      Had that been the last great day, out there under the beating California desert sun?

      Meredith. Tobias.

      Rocket launches.

      In the kitchen, Peter set the picture--it had a tab on the back so it could be freestanding--on the end of the marble breakfast bar and started the coffee machine.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would venture into Tobias's room and begin clearing the piles of Ad Astras and Nasa Bulletins and Cosmos and Nature. Tidy up those tablets and phones.

      Perhaps he would learn more about his son than he wanted. Perhaps Peter would learn more about himself.

      He laughed at the thought, the laugh turning into a choking cough.

      He made coffee. Went for a drive up to Eagle Point and watched the swallows darting around above the river.

      He stayed there until after sunset.
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      It was a week later when Peter bought a take out coffee from a cart operated by a girl Tobias's age.

      She recognized him. She had a wild blue strip in her hair and a ring in her nose.

      Peter hadn't been back into the room.

      At least he wasn't drinking. He'd never been much of a drinker, but there had been a couple of benders after Meredith's passing and it was easy to see how that particular abyss could swallow you up.

      The cart was silvery aluminum, swept back at one end. Modeled, presumably, on an Airstream campervan. Much smaller, of course. The coffee was really good.

      "Amy is it?" Peter said.

      She nodded. "I'm sorry about Tobias," she said. She had a nice smile. It said both, that she was saddened, but also that things might be looking up. Kind of like saying 'stay positive' without using the actual words.

      "Thank you," Peter said. He got back into his Tundra and found himself driving in circles.

      He needed to get back into that room.
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      Peter burned through his bereavement leave. Started in on his vacations days.

      He didn't have many.

      His boss, Jerry Conlen, was understanding, but the switchboard systems weren't going to design themselves. The contract with Louisville Gas and Electric was going to be up for renewal in another six months and there was a whole lot of documentation to get lined up.

      "I can give you another week," Jerry said on the phone. He was from Boston and his soft accent always made him sound relaxed. As if he was asking questions rather than issuing instructions.

      "A week is good," Peter said.

      "But it's got to be unpaid, sorry."

      "I can manage. See back on the fifteenth?"

      A pause.

      "Yeah," Jerry said. "The fifteenth. And, hey, buddy, work will be good, right? You can't... I mean... it's good to be busy. I can't imagine what you're going through, but..."

      "The fifteenth. Thanks for coming along to the funeral. That meant a lot to me."

      "Least I could do. I've got two..." Jerry didn't finish. He had two teenage boys. Tearaways, by all accounts, but ultimately good kids. Living kids.

      "See you on the fifteenth, Jerry. Thanks. Bye."

      Peter hung up.

      He needed to get that door open again. Needed to sift through Tobias's stuff.

      Peter watched football. The Packers up against the Panthers. This year's new rules meant the game was faster, but with less contact. Fewer injuries, so that had to be a good thing.

      Next morning, he woke with a start. Still in the easy chair, the television beaming repeats of Cardinals games at him. J.J. Burns swung and popped the baseball over the fence.

      He shut the set off.
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