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Chapter 1

Rowan kept his work boots by the door, laces loosened the way she had told him to leave them so he could step in without bending down. The boots were eight months old. The leather was creased at the toes from wear. He set them there every night and stepped into them at one-thirty every morning, and the laces had been the right loose since the first week, by feel.

The alarm went off at one-fifteen. He was already awake. He had already been awake for some time.

He turned the alarm off before the second tone. The room was dark except for the green digital glow on the dresser. He sat up. He sat for a moment with his feet on the floor, which had gotten cold during the night, and he listened to the building. The pipes in the wall behind the bed ticked when the water heater on the second-floor breezeway cycled. A truck went by on the street below and the sound of it faded off toward the highway. Outside the bedroom window the rain was steady but small. He could hear it on the metal awning two floors down.

He got up.

In the kitchen he turned on the light over the stove because he did not want the overhead. He filled the kettle. He stood at the counter waiting for it. The kitchen was clean. He had done the dishes before bed since he was eight years old, when his mother had told him that a man who left a sink full made a wife of every woman in his life. He’d been embarrassed by the framing later but he’d kept the habit.

He poured the water over the grounds in the pour-over and watched it bloom. She had bought him the pour-over the Christmas before. She had said the coffee was better and that he was the kind of man who deserved better coffee. He had not been able to disagree because she had said it the way she said most things, which was as if she had already considered the objection.

He drank the coffee at the counter. He did not sit. The small kitchen table had been theirs. He had brought it with him when he moved. The chairs were always pushed in.

He ate a banana and two pieces of toast with peanut butter. He ate them standing because if he ate them sitting he would not be able to get up again.

He packed his lunch. He stood at the counter and put the things in the order she had told him to put them. Sandwich at the bottom because sandwiches were sturdy. Fruit on top of the sandwich because fruit bruised. The granola bar in the side pocket where it would not get pressed flat. The water bottle full. She had told him once, when they had been getting ready to live together, that the way a man packed his lunch told you whether he thought he was worth feeding. She had said it laughing. He had not understood the joke until later, when she had been gone a few months and he had stopped packing his lunch for a week and had eaten gas-station sandwiches instead. Then he had started packing it again.

The lunch went into the small soft cooler. He set the cooler by the door.

He brushed his teeth. He put on his uniform: the canvas pants, the long-sleeved work shirt, the wool socks, the heavy belt that he had owned since he had been an apprentice and that the foreman before this one had told him to retire and that the current foreman had complimented him on. He carried his tools in the truck but the belt he wore home and back. The belt was a thing he had earned.

The boots stood by the door. He stepped into them and bent to tighten the laces, the loose being for entry and not the day, and tied them the way his father had taught him in the kitchen of the house he no longer drove past. He stood up.

He took the lunchbox and his coat and his keys. He turned off the kitchen light. The apartment was dark and the rain was steady and the kettle had cooled. He locked the door behind him.

The hallway smelled like the carpet, the same smell it had held the day he moved in. He had not noticed for a month and then could not stop noticing. He went down the concrete stairs to the parking lot. The lot was half-full. A handful of the cars belonged to the night-shift people on the second floor whom he never saw, and to the man on the first floor who had a daughter on weekends. The rest belonged to the people who, like him, had not yet left. He passed his truck in the dark, unlocked it from a few steps away, and the headlights blinked yellow.

He started the engine. The truck took a moment in the cold the way it had always taken a moment. He sat with his hands on the wheel until the heat began to come up through the vents. The radio came on at the station it had been on when he had last driven, and he reached out and turned it down without looking, by feel. The change tray in the center console held loose coins, a receipt from the hardware store on Third, and the small gold ring she had been wearing the night the car went off the road. He did not look at it. It had ridden there eighteen months and he had let it ride, the coins drifting around it and settling where they drifted.

He pulled out of the lot at two minutes after two in the morning.

The streets in town at that hour were not empty but they were thinned. The lights at the intersections changed for him alone. The rain on the windshield was the soft kind that needed only the intermittent setting and even the intermittent felt like too much, and he ran the wipers anyway because the rain on the windshield was worse than the wipers. He drove out of the residential streets and onto the four-lane that led toward the job. He drove past the lit windows of the twenty-four-hour diner where two men sat at the counter with their backs to the window. He drove past the gas station where the attendant was reading a paperback under the fluorescent. He drove past the funeral home, which was dark.

He drove past the intersection without looking at it. He kept his eyes on the road ahead. His hands tightened on the wheel before the intersection and loosened after it, and he had not noticed for a long time that they did this, and then had noticed, and had decided that noticing did not change anything. He passed it. The intersection was an intersection like other intersections. The light was green when he passed and would have been green when she passed and was, in fact, green most of the time, the timing being what it was. The drunk had come through the cross street at red. He had read the report many times.

He drove past the intersection. He kept driving.

The site was on the north edge of town where the city had begun to reach into the fields. A five-story commercial frame, three weeks into rough-in. He pulled into the contractor lot at twenty after three. The tower lights cast long flat shadows on the gravel. He recognized the trucks. Dameon’s was already there.

He sat in the cab for a minute. He drank the last of the coffee from the travel mug. He looked at the building going up. He had wired the second and third floors and was on the fourth this week. He had been doing this long enough that he could see, in any building, the routes the wires took inside the walls. He saw the floors he had wired and the floors he had not wired yet.

He got out of the truck. He took his hard hat from the toolbox in the bed and put it on. He took his tool belt and slung it over his shoulder. He locked the truck. He walked across the gravel toward the trailer.

Dameon was at the trailer steps with a coffee in his hand. Dameon had his hard hat under his arm and his vest unzipped and the steam from the cup was visible in the cold.

“You’re late,” Dameon said.

“It’s three twenty-five.”

“You’re late by your standards. I’ve been here since three.”

“You’ve been here since three because Sarah threw you out.”

“Sarah let me leave,” Dameon said. “There’s a difference.”

“What’s the difference.”

“The difference is who’s in the wrong.”

Rowan took the coffee Dameon held out to him. He had not asked for it. Dameon brought him one most mornings. He drank it. The coffee from the trailer urn was bad and hot, and the bad and the hot together were enough.

“Foreman in yet?” he said.

“Tucker’s coming at four. The fire-watch guy says no smoking inside the structure today.”

Rowan drank the coffee. The sky was beginning, somewhere far off, to think about being a different color than it had been an hour ago, but the lights of the site were enough that you couldn’t see it. He had worked outside long enough that he could tell by the air. The air at three-thirty in the morning had a particular weight. By four-thirty it would have a different one.

“You ready?” Dameon said.

“For what.”

“For Tucker.”

“I am always ready for Tucker.”

“That’s the wrong attitude,” Dameon said. “An eagerly ready man is a man who isn’t actually ready.”

“What does that mean.”

“I don’t know. Sarah said it to me on the porch when she let me leave.”

“What was she eager for.”

“She was eager for me to leave.”

Rowan smiled, almost. It moved one side of his face. Dameon saw it and did not comment.

They went up the stairs to the trailer and signed in.

The crew was small that morning. Tucker ran the safety brief from the trailer steps in his usual two minutes. Cones around the open trenches. Pipefitters on three, electricians clear of the south side.

The crew dispersed. Rowan and Dameon went up the temporary stairs to four. Plywood and rebar. They pinged under boots. He could hear the framers on three. He could not hear anything on five because there was nothing on five yet.

He worked.

There was a stretch of the day, between four and ten, when the work was the thing the day was for. He pulled wire. He terminated. He tested. He moved down the corridor with his belt heavy on his hip, and the work did what the work did, which was to take the time and use it. He thought about the route a circuit took and not about the route his truck took home. He thought about voltage drop and not about the change tray in the truck.

He had lunch with Dameon and two of the framers in the trailer at eleven. Dameon’s wife had packed him chicken and rice in a tupperware that was probably worth more than the chicken. One of the framers was talking about his daughter’s softball team.

Dameon said, “What are you doing this weekend, brother.”

“Nothing.”

“Sarah’s mother is in town. We’re doing dinner Saturday. You should come.”

“I don’t want to crash Sarah’s mom’s dinner.”

“You’re not crashing. I’m inviting you. There’s a difference.”

“What’s the difference.”

“The difference is whether Sarah’s mom thinks you have a reason to be there.”

“Does Sarah’s mom think I have a reason to be there.”

“Sarah’s mom always thinks her grandson should have more uncles,” Dameon said. “I can work with that.”

“I don’t want to be a more uncle to anyone this weekend.”

“You don’t have to. You have to eat chicken and look at Sarah’s mom’s photo album and nod.”

“I’ll think about it,” Rowan said.

They went back up to four.

The afternoon was the slow part. The light got better through the unglazed window openings and the shadows on the floor changed angles every hour, and the work became the kind of work where a man could lose half an hour and not know he had lost it. He tied off the last of the bundle. He labeled it with the marker that lived in his vest pocket. He stood up. The knees took their time. He put a hand against the column to push himself the rest of the way up, and the hand left a mark on the column from the dust on his palm. He looked at the mark and did not wipe it off.

The shift ended at three. He cleaned his station. He carried his belt down the temporary stairs. He punched out at the trailer. Tucker did not look up. Rowan walked to his truck. The sky in the afternoon was the dim gray it had been most of the year, and the rain had come back as a mist that you couldn’t see but felt on your face after a minute.

He drove home.

He drove past the intersection. His hands tightened on the wheel. They loosened on the other side.

He parked in the lot and went up the concrete stairs and unlocked the apartment door and stepped out of the boots and set them by the door with the laces the right loose. The apartment was as he had left it. The kitchen light was off. The kettle was where he had left it. The chairs at the kitchen table were pushed in.

He ate a sandwich standing at the counter. He drank water from a glass.

His mother had called on Sunday. He had not answered. She had called the Sunday before that and he had not answered then either.

He went to the bedroom. He stood at the window for a minute. The window faced west and the late afternoon light, what there was of it, was the color of an old penny against the cloud. He drew the curtain.

He set his alarm for one-fifteen.

He lay down. He did not sleep.

Somewhere in the building above him a child was crying. He could not tell whose. The crying went on for a while and then was hushed by an adult voice he could not hear the words of. The crying tapered. The building was quiet.

He lay in the dark and counted the hours until the alarm. He had a way of arranging the counting that broke the night into pieces. Two hours to the next television show. Three to midnight. An hour and fifteen past midnight to the alarm. He could close his eyes and feel the night pass in those increments.

His phone was on the nightstand on the side he did not sleep on. He had not changed sides. The other pillow lay where it had lain, unused, and he kept his eyes off it. The phone was charging. The phone showed nothing.

He counted.




Chapter 2

He woke at quarter to three. The trailer was dark and Dameon was asleep on the other cot, his arm thrown across his face the way Dameon slept. The cot was thinner than the apartment bed and Rowan had been waking up early on it all year, the few nights a month the shift made the drive home not worth it.

He sat up quiet. He pulled on the gym clothes he had folded at the foot of the cot the night before. The trailer was the standard contractor trailer: a desk with a clipboard, a small fridge, two cots against the wall, the smell of toner and cold coffee. Outside the small window the lot was lit by the temporary towers and the rest was dark. He stepped into his shoes at the door. He took his keys from the hook.

The truck started the way it always started. He let it warm. The radio came on at the station it had been on when he last drove and he reached out and turned it down by feel. He pulled out of the contractor lot at three.

The gym was ten minutes away. A strip mall on the four-lane that led back toward town. He went there three mornings a week before the early shifts. The lot had four cars in it when he pulled in. He recognized two of them.

He scanned his fob at the kiosk inside the door. The kiosk chimed green. The attendant was not at the desk. He noticed and did not name what he noticed.

The fluorescents hummed at the pitch they hummed at. The smell was disinfectant and rubber and a trace of someone’s protein from earlier in the night. A television above the cardio deck was on with the captions running. He could not see what the captions said from across the room. He went to his bench.

A man on the treadmill at the far end. He had been running when Rowan came in and he was running still. His eyes did not leave the wall-mounted television. His pace did not change. A steel water bottle on the floor beside the treadmill.

A kid by the dumbbells with earbuds in, scrolling on his phone between sets. Not more than twenty.

An old man on the recumbent bike at the end of the row. Headphones on. Eyes closed. His legs going at the slow steady pace of a man who had been on a recumbent bike at three in the morning for many years and intended to be on it for many more.

Rowan lay back on the bench. The bar was loaded with what he had loaded it with on Friday because he had not adjusted it after his last set. He pressed it. He racked it. He sat up.

He looked at the television in the corner. The anchor was a man he did not know. The captions said something he had to read twice. reports continue to indicate that disappearances are global and ongoing, and then a list of cities scrolling across the chyron. Tokyo. Sydney. Seoul. Karachi. Cairo. He looked at the cities for the time it took to drop his bag. Then he went back to the bar.

He did three more sets. He moved to the squat rack. He did squats. He moved to the deadlift platform. He pulled. The platform was familiar under his feet and the bar was familiar in his hands. He had not changed the weight in three weeks. He pulled it. He set it down. The chalk was dry on his palms.

The clock on the wall above the cardio deck said five past four.

Between sets he looked at the television again. The anchor had changed. The new anchor was a woman who had been on the network for a long time and whose face Rowan recognized without knowing her name. The captions said something he had to read twice. officials still working to confirm a cause as reports continue to come in from affected zones.

He read it again. Then again. He did not know what was being confirmed or what was being affected. He looked at the old man on the recumbent bike. The old man pedaled. His eyes were closed but his legs were going. The man on the treadmill was still running. The kid was still scrolling.

He racked the bar. He went to the bench by the wall where his bag was. He sat. He had not sat at the gym since he had started coming at three.

A man Rowan had not seen come in was standing in the middle of the floor near the abductor machine. He was holding his phone in front of him with both hands the way a man holds a phone when he is reading something he does not believe. He said, to no one and to everyone, Dios mío. Then he said it again. Nobody looked at him. He put the phone in his pocket and walked out. He did not put his weights back.

Rowan looked at the old man on the bike. The old man pedaled.

He got up. He went to the locker room. He washed his hands. He did not look at the mirror. He came back out. He picked up his bag. He left.

In the parking lot the cold was the same cold he had walked through at three. The sky had not yet started to change. The strip mall was lit by the gym sign and the closed-Subway sign and the sign of the dry cleaner that opened at six. He sat in the truck for a moment with his hands on the wheel. He started the engine. He pulled out.

The four-lane back toward town was emptier than it usually was at this hour. He noticed and did not name what he noticed. He passed a Subaru parked on the shoulder with its hazard lights on and the driver’s door open and the interior light on inside. He thought it was a breakdown. He kept driving.

The radio came back from a song to the news at the top of the half hour. The voice was the morning host’s voice but it was reading something it had not written, the cadence of a person handed a wire copy and told to read it cold. reports out of Tokyo and Sydney continue, and then it cut to a man’s voice farther away and more echoing, the sound of an open mic in a place that was not a studio. The man said something about no confirmed numbers and the federal government is reviewing. Rowan reached out and switched the station, by feel, and the new station was playing music.

He drove past the diner. The diner was on the four-lane half a mile before the turn to the site. It had been there forty years and looked it. The neon OPEN sign was lit. He turned in.

The lot had three trucks and a sedan in it. He recognized Dameon’s truck.

He sat in the cab for a minute. He looked at his phone for the first time since the dresser at the apartment the morning before. He had thirty-seven notifications. He scrolled past them without reading. He got out.

The bell over the door rang. Dameon was already in the corner booth. He raised a hand without looking up from his phone. Rowan slid into the booth across from him.

A coffee cup was already there for Rowan. The older waitress (Rowan did not know her name; she had been working the morning shift for as long as he had been coming here, and she wore reading glasses on a chain around her neck) came over with the pot and refilled Dameon’s cup and topped Rowan’s. Her hands were not entirely steady. She did not look at either of them. She moved on to another table.

“You want the usual,” she said over her shoulder.

“Yeah,” Rowan said.

She did not answer or write anything down. She went into the back.

Dameon was still on his phone. The screen was the screen of a man scrolling through texts he had already read. His thumb went up. The screen went up. He pulled the screen down. The screen went up again. He let the phone go dark and set it face up on the table.

“Sarah’s not texting back,” he said.

“It’s five-oh-three.”

“She always texts at four. Always. Gets up to pee, texts on the way back. She didn’t text.”

“Maybe Cooper had a night.”

“Cooper had a night last week. She texted me before five. Told me she’d need the morning. She didn’t text this morning.”

He picked up the phone again. He looked at it. He set it back down.

“I’ve called her four times,” he said. “She’s not picking up.”

Rowan looked at the television above the counter. He had not looked at it when he came in. The sound was off. The captions were on. The footage was a city from above, a wide street with a stopped truck in the middle of it and the doors of the truck open and the driver’s seat empty. He could not tell what city. The captions read as the affected zones continue to expand westward across the United States, and then a list of cities. New York. Boston. Atlanta. Philadelphia. Chicago. Detroit. New Orleans. The cities scrolled. Houston. Dallas. Minneapolis. Denver. Phoenix.

“What does that mean,” Dameon said.

Dameon was looking too. He had been looking past it.

“I don’t know,” Rowan said.

“Have you been watching this.”

“Some of it.”

The captions changed. The affected appear to have been asleep at the time of the event.

Dameon read it. He read it again. He picked up his phone and unlocked it and looked at the call log and put it back down.

“Sarah was at home with Cooper,” he said. The phone was in his hand again. “She was asleep.”

The waitress came out of the back with a plate in each hand. She set them down without saying anything. The eggs steamed faintly. The hash was browned at the edges. She went back into the kitchen and did not come out again.

Dameon picked up his fork and looked at it and put it down.

“Cooper’s four,” he said. “He was sleeping too.” He stopped. His jaw moved. “But he’s four.”

“And.”

“I don’t know. The reports keep saying asleep. He was sleeping next to Sarah. But he’s four. He’s a kid.”

“You think kids are different.”

“I don’t know. I’m hoping. Sarah was asleep.”

Dameon picked the phone up again. He looked at the call log. He scrolled up. He scrolled back down. He set it on the table.

Rowan ate. Dameon did not. The captions on the TV scrolled the cities again. Denver was an hour ahead of Pacific. Phoenix was on no time the rest of the country was on. He read the cities and tried to put a time on them. New York at four in New York was one in the morning here. Chicago at four in Chicago was two. Denver at four in Denver was three. The towns the wave had not yet hit were the towns west of where he was sitting.

It was not a wave. He did not know what it was. The captions said the event. He read the cities again.

He thought of his mother. Beth was in the house she had been in since she had been thirty-two. The house was two hours away. She would have been asleep at four. She always was. She did not stay up.

He picked up his phone. He found her in the favorites. He pressed call.

The phone rang. It rang four times. It went to voicemail. You’ve reached Beth. Leave a message after the beep and I’ll call you back as soon as I can.

He listened to the recording. She had made it eight years ago. She had never re-recorded it. He could see her at the kitchen table where she had made it, the phone on speaker beside her tea, her hair pulled back, her hair, the way she pulled it back when she was concentrating. Rain on the kitchen window. There had always been rain in his memory of her kitchen. His father’s photograph on the wall behind her. The cat. She had had a cat then. He had forgotten the cat. And her voice going through the words and the words were right the first time and there had been no reason and there was no reason now and her voice and her hair.

He let the beep go.

He hung up. He called again. It rang four times. You’ve reached Beth. He hung up before the beep.

He set the phone down on the table. He looked at Dameon. Dameon was looking at his eggs.

“Eat,” Rowan said.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Eat anyway.”

Dameon ate. He ate the way a man eats who has been told to eat. He drank his coffee. They did not talk for a few minutes. The TV captions scrolled. The waitress did not come back out. The other booth had two men in it who Rowan had not noticed and they were not talking either.

“Tucker’s coming at five-thirty,” Dameon said.

“Yeah.”

“Probably.”

“Probably.”

They paid. They left money on the table without checking the bill. They left a tip that was probably too much. They got into their trucks. They drove the five minutes to the job site.

The yard was empty. Tucker’s truck was not there. The crew chief’s truck was not there. None of the other trucks. The trailer was locked. The gate was open. The lot had no shift in it.

They sat for a minute in their trucks side by side. Then they got out.

“Try Tucker,” Rowan said.

Dameon tried Tucker. It rang once and went to voicemail. He tried Mendez. It rang once and went to voicemail. He tried the company’s Portland number. The number rang. It rang. It rang. Then it picked up.

“Hello,” a man said.

“This is Dameon Wright on the Mill Pond site. Is there anybody coming.”

“I don’t know,” the man said.

“Is there anybody at the office.”

“I’m at the office.”

“Anyone else.”

“No.”

Dameon waited. The man on the other end did not say anything else.

“What are we supposed to do,” Dameon said.

“I don’t know,” the man said. “I don’t have anything to tell you. The phones have been like this. I can’t get anyone.”

“Is your family okay.”

The man did not answer. After a while he said I don’t know again and hung up. Dameon looked at the phone. He put it in his pocket.

They stood in the yard. The temporary tower lights were still on though the morning was coming up enough behind the ridge that they were no longer doing any work. The forklift sat under the loading area, dark. The crane was dark. The fourth bay of the trailer where Tucker parked was empty.

Rowan looked at his phone. The news app on the home screen had a notification badge. He had not opened the news app in months. He opened it. The lead story was the affected zones expanding westward. The subhead said the federal government had called a press conference for six AM Pacific. He scrolled. A photo of a bed in a hotel in Denver with the covers pulled back and no one in them. A photo of a freeway in Phoenix with cars stopped at green lights. A photo of a child in Pittsburgh sitting on a curb beside a backpack. The child was alive. The parents were not in the photo.

He closed the app. He put the phone in his pocket.

“Beth,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“I’m going to go.”

“That’s two hours.”

“I know how far it is.”

“You good to drive that.”

“Yeah.”

Dameon nodded. He did not look at Rowan. He looked at his own truck.

“I’m going home,” he said.

“I know.”

“I have to.”

“I know that too.”

“If Sarah’s there I’ll text you. If she’s not.” He stopped. “Cooper.”

They stood another minute. The sun was up enough now that the towers were not putting shadows down anymore but a thin uniform light over the gravel. Their two trucks. Nothing else.

“Trailer at three,” Dameon said.

“Yeah.”

“If you can’t get back, text me.”

“I will.”

Dameon walked to his truck. Rowan walked to his. The doors closed. The engines started. They pulled out of the yard at the same time. Dameon went left at the access road, toward town. Rowan went right.




Chapter 3

He took US-26 west out of town. The sun was up enough now to put a flat color on the fields he passed. Spring fields, turned earth, a few rows where some farmer had got an early start on the grass seed. He passed a tractor at the end of one row that had not been moved that morning, the diesel cab door open, the cab light on. The man who drove the tractor was not coming back.

He kept his eyes on the road. The road ran straight for a while and then began to climb.

He passed a Suburban on the shoulder with its hazards on and its door open and nothing in the seat. He passed another car a mile later, a sedan, also on the shoulder, also with the door open. He did not slow. A radio bulletin came on at the top of the hour and he reached out and turned the radio off. He had been hearing fragments all morning and the fragments were not adding up to anything he could carry while he drove.

The hills came up. The road got narrower and the timber got taller and the air through the cracked window smelled of cedar and the damp of cedar. He had taken this road many times. He knew the turns. He knew where the slow-passers would be and where the deer came down in the evenings. The Coast Range was country a man drove through without thinking, and so a man could drive through it and think.

He thought about the old man on the recumbent bike. The eyes closed and the legs going. The old man was alive because he was awake at four because he was old enough for the rule to pass over him, or because of something else Rowan did not yet understand. The waitress at the diner was alive for one of the same reasons. Cooper was alive because Cooper was four. Sarah was probably not.

He drove. The trees made a corridor the truck went down. Moss on the trunks, ferns under the moss. The road was wet from earlier rain even though it had not rained where he came from.

He let his hand fall from the wheel.

It went to the change tray without his having decided. He had not let his hand fall on the tray in eighteen months. The bag the morgue had given him was in the tray and the bag was still folded the way they had folded it. He did not look at it. His hand was on it. His hand stayed.

He had not said her name aloud since the funeral. He had not let himself say it in his head most days for a year. The not-saying had been the rule he had given himself, the one rule that had kept him moving from the bed to the truck to the work and back to the bed, and the rule had been the smaller thing he could control and the rule was breaking now because the world was breaking and his mother was probably dead and the ring was under his palm in the bag the morgue had folded and her name was in his mouth and he was driving west toward the ocean she had not been allowed to see again and Maddie and Maddie and Maddie.

The road came around a long left-hand bend. He took the bend at the speed the road allowed.

He moved his hand back to the wheel.

The road descended. The fog was in the trees now. The air through the window thickened and went salt. He could smell the ocean before he could see it. The road bottomed at US-101 and he turned north.

The town was eight miles up the coast. He had driven this stretch maybe forty times. The shoulder pullouts where you could see the surf, the bait shop that had been closed for two years and still had the sign, the curve where the highway lost the trees and ran half a mile on the bluff above the rocks. The Pacific in spring fog was gray and not-quite-gray, the swells slow, no whitecaps.

He turned off 101 onto the road that ran into town. The houses on the way in had the cedar shingles gone green with moss and the full gutters and the half-cared-for lawns. He passed the small white church and the elementary school and the volunteer fire station that was a converted garage. The town had not yet started its morning. Then he understood the town would not start its morning.

He turned onto her street. Her car was in the driveway. Her shoes were on the porch.

He had been afraid of the shoes for two hours.

He parked behind her car. He sat in the cab for a minute. He got out.

The door was unlocked. She had not locked the door since his father had died. She had said once that locking the door was for people who had something a lock would keep. He had thought at the time that this was an unkind thing for her to say and he had not said so.

He stepped inside.

The hallway smelled as her hallway always had: coffee, old wood, the soap she used. The framed photographs were on the wall above the half-table where they had been since he was small. He had stopped looking at them years ago. An umbrella stood in the stand by the door. The hallway light was off but the kitchen light was on.

He went into the kitchen.

The mug was on the counter beside the kettle. Black tea gone cold, the bag still in, the string hanging over the lip with the paper tab clipped to the handle. A book on the counter beside the mug, open and face-down, the spine showing the broken-in cracks of a book she had read more than once. He did not pick it up. He did not need to know which book.

On the fridge a magnet held a pharmaceutical calendar flipped to May. The May photo was a coastline somewhere that was not the coast she lived twenty minutes from.

Her keys were in the bowl by the door. Her jacket was on the chair in the dining room where she always put it.

He went down the hall. The third board creaked the way it always had. The bedroom door was open.

The bed was unmade on her side. The bed was made on his father’s side. She had been making it every morning since his father had died. Twelve years of making the bed for a man who was not coming back. The blanket on her side was pulled back the way a woman pulls a blanket back when she gets out of it. There was a glass of water on her nightstand. The water had not been touched.

He stood in the doorway.

He did not go in.

He went back through the hallway and stood at the kitchen counter and looked at the mug. He thought about pouring out the tea. He thought about washing the mug. He did neither. He left the kitchen the way he had found it.

He locked the door behind him for the first time he could remember.

In the truck he put both hands on the wheel and sat. The fog was on the windshield. He turned the wipers on. They moved once and he turned them off.

He took US-101 south and then US-26 east. The fog began to thin as he climbed and was gone by the time he was back in the trees. He did not turn the radio on. Halfway through the Coast Range his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled over onto a logging-road turnout and read it.

The text was from Dameon. Cooper here. Sarah not. Heading to trailer. Tucker still nothing.

Rowan read it twice. He put the phone face-down on the passenger seat and put the truck back into gear and pulled onto the road.

He drove a while.

He pulled over again at the next turnout. He sat in the cab and looked at the trees and did not move for a minute that became several minutes. Then he started the engine and drove.

It was the late afternoon when he pulled into the contractor lot. Dameon’s truck was there and the trailer light was on. The forklift was still under the loading area. The crane was still dark. He went up the steps.

Cooper was on the floor of the trailer with a coloring book. Rowan did not know where Dameon had got it. He was bent over the book with a crayon in his fist. He looked up when Rowan came in. His eyes were too steady for his age. He went back to the book.

Dameon was at the desk with both their phones and a laptop borrowed from somewhere. He looked up.

“Beth,” he said.

“Gone.”

Dameon nodded. He did not ask how Rowan knew.

“Sarah?” Rowan said.

“Bed empty. Cooper alone in the house when I got there. He’d poured himself a cup of orange juice. He was sitting on the floor in front of the TV.”

“What was on.”

“Cartoons. The cable was still working.”

“He’s four.”

“Yeah.”

They sat. Cooper colored. The trailer was quiet. It smelled of stale coffee and toner.

“Tucker’s mother’s been calling,” Dameon said. “She’s still trying to reach him.”

“How old is Tucker’s mother.”

“Eighty-something.”

“She’s alive.”

“Yeah.”

“The waitress at the diner. She was working when we came in. She’s still.”

“Old.”

“Sarah’s mother’s not answering,” Dameon said. “She’s old too. I don’t know what to make of it.”

“She might just not be at the phone.”

“Yeah. Or she might.”

They sat. Cooper started a yellow over the orange he had finished.

“I tried Mendez’s wife,” Dameon said. “She’s older than him by some. She picked up. She didn’t know where he was. She’d been awake when it happened. He was asleep beside her. He was gone.”

“How old’s Mendez.”

“Fifty. She’s sixty-something.”

“She was awake.”

“She’d got up to read. Said she does that when she can’t sleep.”

“And he was.”

“Asleep, yeah.”

Rowan looked at Cooper. Cooper had moved off the orange entirely now and was working in a steady yellow on something that was supposed to be a tree.

“The framers,” Dameon said. “Mendez. Tucker. All gone.”

“All working-age.”

“And asleep.”

“Yeah.”

“Cooper’s four. Asleep next to Sarah. Came through.”

“Mendez’s wife. Awake. Came through.”

“Tucker’s mother. Old. Came through.”

“Beth was fifty-three.”

“Sarah was thirty-one.”

“And asleep.”

“Yeah.”

Dameon was quiet. He drank from a cup of coffee Rowan had not seen him pour. He put the cup down.

“Some range that takes you,” he said. “If you’re in it. If you’re asleep.”

“That’s how it looks.”

“That’s how it looks.”

They sat.

Outside the trailer the afternoon had begun to turn. The sun came in the window low and put a slab of light on the floor that did not quite reach Cooper’s coloring book. Cooper was working in the yellow.

After a while Dameon poured a second coffee and set it down in front of Rowan and sat with his own. They drank.

“I have to put Cooper down at some point,” Dameon said.

“He sleeps every night. He’ll sleep tonight.”

“He’ll be fine.”

Dameon drank his coffee.

“What do we do,” he said.

“We stay awake.”

“Until when.”

“I don’t know.”

“You can’t stay awake forever.”

“I know.”

“I can’t either.”

“I know.”

They sat. The slab of light on the floor moved toward Cooper’s book and reached it and lay across the yellow tree.

After a while Cooper got up off the floor and climbed onto the desk chair next to Dameon and put his head against Dameon’s arm. Dameon put a hand on the back of Cooper’s head. Cooper closed his eyes.

In the way of small children he was asleep in less than a minute. His breath went slow and his mouth came open.

Rowan watched him sleep. So did Dameon.

Outside the trailer a phone began to ring in another truck. It rang for a long time. Then it stopped.




Chapter 4

The phone in the other truck stayed quiet. They sat with that. Cooper’s breath went on the way a four-year-old’s breath goes, slow and a little adenoidal, his mouth open against Dameon’s sleeve.

Dameon shifted his arm and Cooper did not stir. After a minute Dameon got up carefully and laid Cooper on the cot at the back of the trailer and covered him with the wool blanket the cot kept. Cooper turned onto his side in his sleep and tucked his hands under his cheek. He looked like a kid sleeping in a contractor trailer at the end of the worst Tuesday of his father’s life. He did not know he was doing that.

Dameon stood over him a while. Then he came back to the desk and sat.

“Sarah’s mom called back,” he said.

“She’s alive.”

“She’s alive. She’d been on the phone to her sister in Boise since five this morning. Her sister’s gone but the sister’s husband isn’t, and the husband’s an old vet, eighty-something, and he’s been trying to drive himself somewhere. My mother-in-law is alive and she’s coming. She’ll be here by morning.”

“Good.”

“She’s seventy-one. She’s never driven from her place after dark.”

“She’ll make it.”

“She’ll make it,” Dameon said.

He set both their phones face-up on the desk in front of him. The screens were full. He let them be full.

The TV in the corner of the trailer had been on muted since Dameon had turned it on at four. The cable was still working. Whoever ran the cable did not seem to be running it anymore but the signal had not stopped. The captions said what the captions said. The chyron scrolled cities. Rowan looked away from it and looked back and looked away.

He drank coffee from the trailer urn. He stood up and walked the length of the trailer end to end. He turned at the wall and walked it again. He kept his hands at his sides.

“Tucker’s mom said something,” Dameon said.

“What.”

“She said the people on her block were mostly old. They’ve been knocking on doors all day. Some doors don’t answer. Some have kids inside. She said one house had two kids under five and a baby and nobody else.”

“Where are they now.”

“She took them. The kids.”

Rowan stopped walking. He looked at Dameon.

“What.”

“She took the kids to her house. She’s got the two little ones and the baby and she’s been calling the grandparents.”

“Has she found any.”

“One set.”

“Okay.”

“She’s seventy-six,” Dameon said. “She’s got three kids in her house tonight.”

“Okay.”

“There’s going to be a lot of that.”

“Yeah.”

They sat with it.

The night came in slow. The light over the gravel went orange and then went out. The temporary tower lights came on by the timer as they did every night. The lot was three trucks and not the trucks it would normally be. Rowan went outside once and stood on the gravel and listened. Somewhere in the next field a dog was barking at nothing. Somewhere farther a generator was running for a house that had stopped needing one. The air had the spring cold that the valley had at this time of year.

He came back inside.

“You sleep tonight,” Dameon said.

“No.”

“One of us could.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow your eyes won’t open.”

“Tomorrow my eyes will be fine.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I don’t.”

Dameon poured them both another cup. The urn had not been emptied since the morning the urn had been filled for a shift nobody had worked. Rowan held the cup and did not drink it for a minute. The steam came up off it and he watched the steam.

He set the cup down. He went outside again.

It was a particular feeling, being outside the trailer at ten o’clock in the spring with the lot mostly empty and the towers casting flat light on the gravel and no one coming on the road past the gate. He had stood in this lot at this hour many times. He had stood in it when shifts were running late and when material had not come and when the crane operator had not shown up and when Tucker had been on a phone call for forty minutes with the company about something that had to be settled before morning. Those times the lot had been quiet because the men were inside. Now the lot was quiet because there were no men.

He walked around the trailer. He walked around it again. He stopped at the trailer door and let himself feel the cold through the fabric of his shirt.

He went back in.

Cooper was still asleep. Dameon was at the desk with the laptop open. He had stopped scrolling.

“What time,” Rowan said.

“Eleven twenty.”

“Sit down.”

“If I sit down.”

“Stand then.”

He stood. The trailer was warmer than it should have been because both of them had been in it all day with the heater the trailer had. He took his jacket off and hung it on the hook by the door. He stood. He shifted his weight one way. He shifted his weight the other way.

Around midnight Cooper made a small sound in his sleep and Dameon looked over. The sound passed. Cooper turned onto his other side.

The night went on.

At three in the morning Dameon stood up from the desk and walked the length of the trailer himself once. Then he walked it again. He sat back down.

“How was Beth’s house,” he said.

It was the first time he had asked.

“It was hers,” Rowan said.

“The bed was unmade on her side. The mug on the counter was cold.”

“She’d been reading something.”

“Yeah.”

“She always was.”

They sat.

“I haven’t been there in months,” Rowan said.

“I know.”

“I knew I hadn’t.”

“I know.”

“I thought I had time.”

“You did.”

“Some.”

“Some.”

The conversation stopped. Dameon set his hand flat on the desk and left it there. Rowan looked at the hand. He did not say anything about the hand.

The chyron scrolled.

Around four a thin gray began at the edge of the window. The light came up. The towers went out in their own time. Cooper slept. The men did not.

At five-thirty headlights came down the gravel. They came slow, the way old people drive when they are not sure they are in the right place. A small sedan rolled into the lot and parked beside Dameon’s truck. The driver sat in the cab a minute before getting out.

Sarah’s mother was a small woman in a coat too big for her and a hat she had not taken off. She came up the steps. Dameon met her at the door. They did not say anything for a few seconds. Then Sarah’s mother said, “Where is he.”

Dameon took her to the cot at the back. She bent over Cooper for a long while. She did not wake him. She put one hand on his head and kept it there.

Dameon stood behind her.

After a minute she straightened up and turned around and looked at Dameon. She had the face of a woman who had been crying in the car for two hours and had stopped crying twenty miles back because the crying had run its course for now.

“I’ll take him,” she said.

“Mom.”

“I’ll take him.”

“He’ll wake up when you move him.”

“I know.”

“He’ll ask for Sarah.”

“I know that too.”

“He’s going to ask for her every morning.”

“He’ll ask for her and I’ll tell him she had to go. And then we’ll have breakfast. And then he’ll ask again. And it will be that way for a long time. And then someday he won’t ask.”

Dameon put both his hands on her shoulders. The shoulders were small under his hands. He held her like that. She held him back the way you hold a son-in-law you have always liked.

Then she pulled away. She went to the cot. She gathered Cooper up. Cooper opened his eyes against her shoulder and looked at the trailer and looked at Dameon and put his face into her neck and closed his eyes again.

“Dad,” he said. The word was muffled against her neck.

“I love you, bud,” Dameon said.

“I love you too.”

“You go with Grandma.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Okay.”

That was all. Sarah’s mother carried him to the car. Dameon followed her out. He got the car seat from his truck and put it in the back of her sedan and buckled it as he had many times. He put Cooper in the seat. He buckled Cooper. Cooper had already fallen back asleep against the strap.

Dameon shut the door. He stood by the car. Sarah’s mother put a hand on his cheek. Then she got in and started the engine and pulled out of the lot.

Dameon stood in the lot a while after the sedan was gone. Then he came back up the steps.

Rowan did not ask.

They sat. After a while Rowan stood up.

“I’m going to the apartment,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be back before dark.”

Rowan drove the four-lane back to town. The town was eight kinds of empty. He passed the gas station where the attendant had been reading his paperback yesterday morning. The lights were on. The pumps stood. He did not go in.

He parked in the lot at the apartment and went up the concrete stairs and unlocked the door and stepped inside.

The apartment was as he had left it. The kitchen table with the chairs pushed in. The kettle on the stove. The chairs at the window where she had liked to sit when there had been light.

He went to the bedroom. The bed was unmade the way he had left it yesterday morning at one-fifteen. He sat on the edge of the bed for a minute. He had not sat on the bed in a year. He took his wallet out and opened it and looked at the photograph of her behind the plastic where it had always been. He closed the wallet and put it back. He stood up.

He went to the closet. Her closet was on the right and he had not opened it. He opened it now. Inside were the dresses he had not been able to throw away, the jackets, the box at the bottom with her notebooks and the cards he had written her over four years. He did not open the box.

He took the hiking pack from the top shelf. She had bought it the spring before. She had said she wanted them to start doing weekends out: the gorge, the coast, the Cascades. He had said yes. She had bought the pack on a Saturday and put it on the shelf and they had never used it. The price tag was still on the strap.

He took the pack to the bed and started filling it.

He packed the things a man packs. The multi-tool from the drawer by the door. The good knife. The lighter. The ferro rod he kept in the truck and had moved into the apartment for some reason last winter. The water bottle. A wool sweater. A second wool sweater. Two pairs of socks. A pair of long johns. The headlamp. Spare batteries.

He went to the bathroom and got the small first aid kit and put it in the pack.

He went to the kitchen and took the loaf of bread out of the bread box and put it in. He took a jar of peanut butter. He took the pocket-sized notebook from the drawer where he kept the spare pen.

He stood in the kitchen. He thought about taking other things. He took a box of matches. He took a roll of duct tape from the cabinet over the washing machine.

He went past the bookshelf in the front room. The slim paperback she had given him for his birthday two years before was on the third shelf where he had set it the day she gave it to him. He had told her he would read it. He had not read it. He took it from the shelf and put it in the pack.

He sat at the kitchen table for the first time since he had brought it from her parents’ garage. He sat for a minute. He stood up.

He took the pack to the truck.

In the truck he put the pack in the passenger seat. He put both hands on the wheel. He sat. His hand fell to the change tray and moved a few coins aside. The bag the morgue had given him was where it had been for eighteen months. He did not open it to look. He worked the ring out by feel, two fingers, and put it in the chest pocket of his work shirt and buttoned the flap. He could not have said, after, that he had decided to do it.

He started the engine.

He drove back to the trailer. At a stop sign on the four-lane he reached around to the back seat and pulled his tool belt from the floor of the truck and put it on the passenger seat next to the pack. He drove on.

Inside the trailer he set the pack on the desk and unbuckled the tool belt and laid the wire stripper, the lineman’s pliers, the screwdrivers, the roll of electrical tape, and the voltage tester into the pack one at a time. The belt itself he coiled and laid on top.

Dameon watched him do it. He did not say anything about it.

“You should get yours,” Rowan said.

“Take the truck. Go now.”

“In a while.”

Dameon did not move.

“Sarah’s stuff is at home,” he said. “I can’t go in there again.”

“I can’t.”

“I know.”

Dameon let his hand rest on the desk and left it there.

“How long since you slept,” he said after a minute.

“Same as you.”

“How long since you slept before that.”

“Half a night.”

“Same.”

“How long can we go.”

“I don’t know.”

After a while Dameon stood up.

“Tucker,” he said.

“I should drive past.”

“I’ll come.”

They took Dameon’s truck. The afternoon was up over the ridge and the light came flat across the fields. The four-lane was emptier than it had any business being at three. They passed two more cars on the shoulder. They passed an eighteen-wheeler that had drifted into the median and stopped against the cable rail. The trailer of it said FRESH PRODUCE on the side and the back door was rolled up.

Tucker’s house was on the north side of town. Dameon turned in. The front door was open. The garden hose was out on the lawn where Tucker left it the mornings he watered. No one came out when they walked up. No one was inside when Dameon called. They closed the door behind them when they left because Dameon could not stand to leave the door open.

They drove the long way back. The drug store on Third was lit but empty, its door propped on a brick someone had put there to hold it. The grocery store lot had a dozen cars in it with their doors open. In the lot beside the post office a girl was walking a dog.

She might have been sixteen. The dog was a young dog and was pulling on the leash in the direction of the cars. Dameon slowed the truck and rolled the window down. The girl stopped. She looked at the truck and looked at the men in it.

“Hey,” Dameon said. “You okay.”

“I’m okay.”

“You alone.”

“My brother’s at home. He’s nine.”

“Your parents.”

She did not answer.

“Yeah,” Dameon said.

“My grandma’s coming. She’s in Eugene. She said she’s coming.”

“Okay.”

“I just wanted to walk Reggie.”

“Yeah.”

“He didn’t know what was different.”

“No.”

Rowan opened his door and got out. He stood on the asphalt of the post office lot a few feet from her.

“You got water at the house,” he said.

“Yeah. Plenty.”

“Radio on?”

“They keep saying the same things.”

“You hear anything about it stopping?”

“No.”

She did not say it like a question. Rowan let it be.

“You go back to your brother,” he said. “Stay inside. Don’t open the door for anybody you don’t know.”

“I won’t.”

“When your grandma comes, tell her to drive in the day. Not at night.”

“Okay.”

“What’s your name.”

“Maya.”

“Maya,” Rowan said. “We’re at the construction site on Mill Pond Road. The trailer there. If something happens. If you need.”

“Okay.”

“Bring your brother. Bring the dog. Just come.”

“Okay.”

She stood with the leash in her hand and the dog still pulling. Then she turned and started walking back the way she had come. The dog went with her. Rowan got back in the truck.

Dameon put the truck in gear. They drove back to the lot.

In the trailer they stood. They sat. They stood again. Dameon walked the length of the trailer. Rowan stepped outside and stood on the gravel for ten minutes with his face turned up to the spring sun, wanting it to wake him.

He came back in.

He held cold water in his mouth and let it run down his chin onto his shirt to feel the cold of it. He pinched the skin between his thumb and forefinger until the skin stung and went red. He counted boards in the trailer wall and lost count and started again. He drank coffee until his hands had a faint shake to them and then he drank another cup.

He watched Dameon do the same things slightly later, as if they were taking turns.

Around eight Dameon turned the TV off.

“I can’t anymore,” he said.

“Okay.”

“It’s just saying it again.”

“What time is it.”

“Eight-oh-four.”

“How is that possible.”

“I don’t know.”

“It feels like four in the morning.”

“It’s been like that for me since lunch.”

“Yeah.”

They sat with the TV off. The trailer was the trailer without the captions scrolling. They both looked at the dead screen for a minute as if the captions might still be there.

“You ever think about Sarah’s hands,” Dameon said.

“What about them.”

“They were small. She had small hands. They looked like a kid’s hands almost. When she was holding something she was working on, the way she’d hold it. How the fingers went.”

He stopped.

“Cooper has her hands,” he said.

“I know.”

“I keep seeing her in the kitchen at four-something making me eggs and I don’t see her face. I see her hands. The eggs and the hands. The handle of the pan. She’d push the eggs around the pan with the spatula and she’d hold the handle wrong, she’d hold it like a kid holds a marker, with her thumb on the side. I never told her she held it wrong. It wasn’t wrong. It was just how she held it. And when she set the plate down she’d push it across the counter to me and she’d.”

He stopped. His hand was on the desk again. The hand was still.

“I never told her,” he said. “I never told her she did it cute. The way she held the pan. The way she pushed the plate. I knew. I never told her.”

Rowan let the silence stay.

“Probably she knew,” he said after a while.

“Probably.”

“She would have.”

“Maybe.”

“She would have.”

Dameon nodded once. He did not look up.

They had known each other eleven years. Rowan had stood up at his wedding in a suit Dameon had picked because Rowan would not have picked one himself. When Maddie died it was Dameon who came to the apartment in the first weeks, not to talk, just to sit, to put a game on and set a beer by Rowan’s hand and be a body in the room that wanted nothing from him. Other people had asked about it, the careful way people ask after a death. Dameon never had. Not once in eighteen months. Rowan had always taken it for the thing a friend did
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