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For the ones who left a light burning, and the ones who found the courage to return.

Chapter 1

The Time on the Radio

At ten o'clock the woman on the kitchen radio said Thursday, and Owen Hale looked at his watch as if she had given him an appointment.

The strongest front was expected in the northern valleys at about eight Thursday morning. Heavy snow, a hard drop in temperature, wind capable of bringing down branches already weakened by rain. She repeated that the timing could change. Owen counted anyway. Seventy hours. Plenty for a seventy-four-mile drive, if a drive was what they decided to do.

Across the kitchen, his son held a phone above the bread bin.

“Nothing there either,” Owen said.

“I know.”

“You can put it down. It'll make a noise.”

Eli lowered the phone but kept it in his hand. He wore yesterday's sweatshirt, the gray one with a small burn in the cuff, though Owen had bought him a heavier one in September. The new sweatshirt was probably at Mara's. Most things were at Mara's. Owen had cleared a drawer and half the bathroom cabinet three years ago, and the drawer still contained a charger, two socks, and an instruction booklet for a game Eli no longer played.

The radio woman gave the temperature in Alder City: thirty-nine. Owen turned toward the window. Rain had gathered in the metal gutter above the parking area, and each gust spilled a little over the edge. His pickup occupied the space below it. He had meant to look at the stain under the front end on Saturday. Then Saturday had become a crew shortage, and Sunday had become an argument about whether a weekend counted if you spent most of it somewhere else.

Monday was supposed to have been ordinary. Take Eli back before school, get to the yard. Instead the district had closed the schools after a night of failing signals and intermittent power, and Mara was still at the hospital, where she had gone before supper yesterday.

Owen lifted his own phone. The message he had sent the yard supervisor still had a clock beside it.

The refrigerator stopped.

There was no dramatic sound. The little motor quit, the light above the stove went out, and the radio kept speaking because its batteries worked. For a moment Owen heard the part of the apartment usually covered by machinery: water in the gutter, a pipe tapping in the wall, someone moving a chair upstairs.

Eli looked at him.

“Could just be our feeder,” Owen said.

“Is that what happened last night?”

“Last night there were several faults.”

“Mom said the east side was dark.”

“I know what she said.”

He heard the sharpness and looked away. It was a fair question. He had spent twenty-three years repairing and supervising repairs to equipment that people ordinarily noticed only when it stopped working. An outage could be a branch, a failed component, a damaged line. You found the trouble, made the work safe, sent the right people. This morning the trouble reports had stopped arriving before the trouble did.

He tried the yard again. The call failed without ringing.

In the hallway a door struck its stop. Mrs. Baird from the apartment opposite called down the stairs, asking whether anyone knew if the elevator was empty. Owen went out and looked through the narrow window in its door. The car was at the ground floor. No one inside. He walked down to check anyway, then came back while two neighbors compared dead phones.

“Does the building have a generator?” one asked him.

“No.”

“Then what do we do?”

“Keep the fire doors clear. If you smell gas or see smoke, get out and tell the building manager. For now, put on something warm.”

It was too little to sound useful, but it was what he knew.

By the time he returned to the kitchen, Eli had pulled the curtain clear of the window. The signal lights at the intersection below were dark. A delivery driver leaned on his horn while a cyclist walked between stopped cars.

“Your coffee's getting cold,” Eli said.

Owen drank some. He wanted to go to the yard. Not because he had been told to, not yet, but because the yard contained a board with names on it, people who understood what information mattered, trucks that might go where they were sent. Here his son watched him hold a phone that had become a useless black rectangle.

“I need to check in,” he said.

“At work.”

“I can't stay here wondering.”

“And I can?”

Owen set the mug down. Eli's mother coordinated patient transport. She wasn't in an operating room; she wasn't a doctor. He had told himself these facts twice already, as if administrative work couldn't keep a person trapped in a hospital just as effectively as a locked door.

“I'd take you with me.”

“Mom said stay until she called.”

“She said that last night.”

Eli turned the phone over. Owen could see the effort it took him not to answer.

A burst of static came from the radio, followed by a different voice. Municipal offices were asking people not to travel through the industrial approach on East Rill. An overturned vehicle and failed crossings were blocking access. Repair crews should contact their assigned supervisors and not report to facilities without confirmation.

East Rill was the yard's entrance.

Owen wrote the announcement on the back of an envelope. He had trained himself to record things when conditions were moving faster than memory. The pencil point broke. He found another pencil, and that small delay made him angry enough to notice it.

“Can you still go?” Eli asked.

“Not that way.”

“Is there another?”

“There's a west gate. It may be locked.”

“Would you know what to do if you got there?”

Owen nearly said of course. Instead he looked at the message that had not sent.

“I'd know some of it.”

At eleven twelve, his phone shivered against the counter. He caught it with both hands. A text from Neal at the yard had arrived with a timestamp nearly an hour old.

Yard inaccessible. Remote assignments only. Stay reachable. Family first if moving. Do not attempt unassigned work.

Below it was a notification for a voice message from Mara.

Owen pressed play. Her voice came out low and broken by the small speaker.

“Owen, it's me. I'm safe. Eli, if you're listening, I'm safe. The hospital is keeping the transport team here. We've got patients arriving from two other sites, and I'm not leaving them without a handover. I don't know when that will be.”

Something rattled near her phone. A man in the background asked about a vehicle number. Mara said, “One minute,” away from the receiver, then returned.

“Ruth got through earlier. The school in Bellwether is opening for shelter. If the road is passable, take Eli there. Don't come here. The approaches are blocked and I can't get you inside. Take the paper numbers off my fridge if you can, or Eli has a copy. Tell him I love him. I'll try you again. Please tell me when you get somewhere.”

The message ended with a scrape and a breath, not goodbye.

Owen was already reaching for the map on top of the cupboard. Bellwether was where Mara's sister worked, where Eli had spent a week every summer until he turned fourteen. Seventy-four miles. The main road to Merritt, then northwest. The pickup had fuel enough. A valley school with actual staff and space was better than a cooling apartment.

“We'll go to Ruth,” he said. “Your mother's all right. She wants us out before the weather.”

Eli held out his hand.

“I just told you.”

“I want to hear it.”

“You did hear it.”

“Half of it. You were moving things.”

Owen had laid the map across the counter while Mara spoke. He couldn't remember doing it. He looked at the map now: a folded county sheet with a pale grease mark near Merritt Junction. He wanted a plan to exist. He wanted Eli putting shoes on, wanted the food packed and the apartment checked, wanted the first turn behind them. Every minute spent hearing the same message again was a minute they could have used.

His son kept his hand out. Not asking for an explanation. Asking for the voice that had addressed him by name.

Owen unlocked the phone and passed it over.

Eli turned the volume up one notch. He stood with his back to the counter, both feet tucked under its edge, listening to his mother say she was safe. On the second hearing Owen caught the tiredness between her words, the care she took not to promise a time. She hadn't told him the trip would be simple. That part was his.

When the message ended, Eli didn't move.

“Again?” Owen asked.

Eli nodded.

Owen moved the map off the counter and waited.
Chapter 2

What Fits

The good bag was under Owen's bed with an empty bottle of screen cleaner and a shoe Eli had thought he lost in July. He pulled it out by one strap. Dust lay in the ridges of the zipper. The bag had traveled to a lakeside cabin when Eli was ten, back when Owen called trips adventures and Mara quietly packed the things an adventure needed.

Eli put in his recorder, its cable, the little notebook June had given him, and the envelope with his documents. Then he stood looking at the clothes in his father's drawer.

A pair of socks. Not a pair, actually. Two socks belonging to different years.

“Bring layers,” Owen called from the kitchen.

“Of what?”

There was a pause. “Check the laundry basket.”

Eli found a T-shirt he had worn three weekends ago and a sweatshirt with a company logo. He shook them out and smelled them. The shirt would do. The sweatshirt smelled of detergent and the rubber floor mat in the pickup. He put it on over the gray one.

In the kitchen Owen had arranged a tool bag, two flashlights, work gloves, a sealed spare battery, and a rain jacket on the floor. Three cans of soup stood apart on the table.

“Are we opening a repair shop?” Eli asked.

“These can be useful.”

“More useful than lunch?”

Owen looked at the cans. “Take what you want from the cupboard.”

That could mean permission or an accusation, depending on the day. Eli chose permission. He packed crackers, peanut butter, dried fruit, and the apples Owen bought when he knew Eli was coming. He found a bottle of water in the refrigerator door and filled two more while the tap still ran. The water came out colder than he expected. He watched it because once it stopped he wouldn't be able to remember this moment properly, the ease of turning something and having it arrive.

His father lifted the bag from the chair. The recorder knocked against a can.

“You need that?”

“Do you need three pairs of gloves?”

“They're different gloves.”

“It's a different kind of recorder.”

“Eli.”

He hated the way his name could become a verdict with nothing after it.

“I want it,” he said. “It's small.”

Owen opened his mouth, then closed the bag. “Dry socks before extra cables.”

Eli checked. He had packed no socks. For a second he wanted to leave them out just to preserve the argument. Instead he went back and found the mismatched ones, then accepted a clean pair from Owen's drawer.

They worked around each other without speaking. Owen took food from the cupboard after all. Eli put the spare batteries where they would not rattle loose. He had photographed Mara's handwritten phone list months ago because she said phones lost numbers at exactly the wrong time, and he had made a paper copy when the printer at school was free. The folded sheet lived behind his student card. He checked that it was there. Ruth's home and school numbers, the hospital desk, neighbors, relatives whose names sounded more familiar than their faces.

He took a picture of the voice-message screen too, with the date and time visible. He couldn't save his mother's voice onto paper. He could at least save proof that she had spoken.

Before they left, he wrote MOM WE WENT TO RUTH on the back of an old envelope, then crossed out Mom and wrote Mara. He set it on the kitchen table. His father read it and added the time, twelve twenty-three, beneath.

The apartment looked temporarily untidy, not abandoned. An open cereal box. His cup beside the sink. A chair turned away from the table. Eli took his recorder out of the bag and recorded ten seconds of the room: rain, a distant horn, Owen testing the latch on the window.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

Then, because it wasn't nothing: “Keeping what it sounds like.”

Owen looked at the recorder, at the room. He didn't tell Eli to hurry.

Outside, the pickup started with a hesitation Eli felt through the seat. Owen listened, head tilted, then pulled out. The dashboard clock was six minutes fast. It always had been. Eli used to enjoy telling visitors the truck ran ahead of the rest of the world.

Now the rest of the world sat in lines at intersections. A man in a yellow coat stood in the middle of one crossing, waving cars through until another driver shouted that he was doing it wrong. Owen turned down a side street. They passed a shop with a handwritten CASH ONLY sign and a pharmacy where people stood under umbrellas that kept knocking together.

“We have enough fuel?” Eli asked.

“For the valley. I'd rather have a reserve.”

The gas station at West Alder had a line of cars around its lot. Its price sign was blank. One pump worked under an awning where a generator sounded much louder than a machine that size ought to. A station employee had put cones across the other pumps. Drivers argued over whether there were two pump lines or one.

Owen joined the back, leaving space for a pedestrian with a wheeled case. The woman stopped beside the bus shelter. She wore a rust-colored coat and held her left leg carefully when she sat.

After ten minutes the line had not moved. Owen lowered his window to ask the driver ahead what was happening. The woman at the shelter turned.

“Are you going toward Merritt?” she asked.

“Eventually.”

“Is the county bus running from there?”

Owen glanced at the shelter's posted timetable. “There should be a service at one forty.”

“The city driver said all services were stopping.”

“He may have meant city services.”

“He may.” She rested both hands on the case handle. “I'm Della Cho. I need to get to Bellwether.”

Eli looked at his father. There were two empty places behind them, one holding the food bag, the other the folded rain jacket. The tool bag sat on the floor.

“That's where we're headed,” he said.

Owen gave him a quick look. Not now.

“Then perhaps you know whether the bridge road is open,” Della said.

“I haven't heard that it's closed.”

“Neither have I. That isn't quite the same.”

A station worker walked the line, telling people the pump would shut in five minutes. Supply restrictions, he said. Eli couldn't tell whether that meant fuel or electricity or the man's patience. Two drivers got out to argue.

Owen checked the gauge again. “We need to keep moving.”

Della nodded, though he had not been speaking to her. “If you see anyone sending transport back, tell them there are people here. I've been calling the number on that notice.”

Eli turned to read it. SERVICE CHANGES EFFECTIVE SEPTEMBER 1. Beneath the print a wet strip of newer paper had peeled away, leaving half a word and a staple.

“I think that one's old,” he said.

“The council line should still work,” Owen said. To Della: “Try the station office. They'll know who's running.”

“I have.”

For a moment no one spoke. The pickup idled. Rain ticked against the roof. Della's eyes moved to the rear seat, then returned to Owen's face without accusation, which made Eli feel worse.

His father put the truck in gear. He waited for a gap, then eased around the line of cars.

Eli twisted in his seat. Della was speaking to a woman beside a red minivan. She had stood, slowly, bringing her left foot underneath her before she lifted the case.

“She needed a ride,” Eli said.

“She was asking about the bus.”

“Because she needed a ride.”

“There are other people there. The station's open. We don't know what we're going into.”

“We know what we're going out of.”

Owen's hands tightened on the wheel. “I'm responsible for you.”

Eli looked through the rear window again. The shelter had disappeared behind the curve. He thought about saying there was room. But room was so obvious that saying it would only give his father another chance to explain why it wasn't the kind that counted.

At the next intersection they waited beside a shuttered bakery. A bicycle leaned against the wall, its front wheel turned neatly inward. June would have noticed the bent brake lever. She could spot that sort of thing from across a street. Eli wondered whether she had got home, whether she would see the message he had sent about school, whether the application envelope in his bag still belonged to a future anyone was going to have.

He put one hand behind his seat and moved the food bag to the floor.

“What are you doing?” Owen asked.

“Making space.”

His father looked into the mirror. The rear seat was empty now. Eli left it that way as they crossed the intersection and started west.
EPUB/images/cover.jpg
THE LONG GRID
BOOK 1

SEVENTY HI]IIHS

“'SILAS FENHOLT °

IRON MERIDIAN PRESS





