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Chapter 1

Los Angeles 1981
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The Ostermeier house had thirty-two rooms if Jack counted the cellar.

Thirty-one if he did not.

He had learned the difference early.

Rooms above ground belonged to guests, furniture, servants, his father’s business friends, his mother’s headaches, and whatever version of the family had been prepared for people arriving through the front door. Those rooms had names. Morning room. Library. Dining room. Sitting room. Solarium. Guest suite. Study. Powder room. Linen room. Music room, though no one played the piano anymore and one of the lower keys had been dead since Easter.

The cellar did not have a name.

It had a door.

That was enough.

Jack stood at the end of the drive with his school bag hanging from one shoulder and looked at the house through the black iron gate.

From the street, it was beautiful in the way adult things often were when they had been built to convince other adults of something. White stucco walls. Red tile roof. Dark wood beams under the eaves. Two stories of arched windows catching the late afternoon light. Bougainvillea climbed one side of the outer wall, pink flowers spilling over the stone like the house had done something tender by accident. The lawn was cut short enough to show the care of men Jack barely knew. The fountain in the circular drive held water so clear it looked unused.

A house like that should have meant someone was waiting.

It did not.

The driver had let him out at the curb instead of bringing him through the gate because the front call box had stopped working again and Mr. Ostermeier hated when people leaned on the horn. Jack had said thank you because Miss Hanna had once told him he should thank people who brought him places, even if they were paid to do it. The driver had nodded into the rearview mirror and pulled away before Jack reached the gate.

No one came out.

No one ever did.

Jack took the key from the inside pocket of his blazer. It hung on a silver ring with a small leather tag stamped with his initials.

J.O.

His father liked initials. Monograms. Engraving. Embossing. Anything that made ownership look dignified.

Jack unlocked the pedestrian gate and stepped through. The hinges made a soft metallic complaint, too small for the house to notice. The driveway curved around the fountain toward the front steps. He did not take it. He cut across the lawn because his father was not home and the gardeners were gone and no one was watching from the front windows.

He knew which windows mattered.

His father’s study looked over the drive from the west side of the house. The sitting room looked over the front lawn. His mother’s bedroom faced the pool and the dry hills beyond it. Miss Hanna’s old room, before she had been dismissed, looked toward the service court. Jack’s own room faced the eucalyptus trees and the long slope behind the house where the treehouse stood above the brush like a small wooden secret.

He looked up at those windows now.

Nothing moved.

The house had the full, sealed quiet of a place that contained people badly.

Jack crossed to the side door off the service path and let himself in.

The kitchen smelled wrong.

Not rotten. Rotten would have been simple. This was the layered smell of a room that had been abandoned halfway through use: coffee burned down to black crust in the pot, lemon polish, old flowers, cold grease, cigarette smoke, and the damp sourness of dish towels left folded in the sink. A plate sat on the butcher-block island with the yellow skin of dried egg hardened along one edge. A crystal glass lay on its side near the phone, empty except for a ring of amber at the bottom. Someone had spilled something sticky on the tile and wiped only the center of it, leaving the edges to collect dust.

The housekeeper had not been there.

Or she had been told not to touch anything.

Jack closed the door behind him.

“Mother?”

His voice sounded too small in the kitchen.

He hated when the house did that. It made him aware of all the air around him, all the rooms connected by halls and doors and stairs, all the ways a sound could travel without reaching anyone who meant to answer.

He waited.

The refrigerator hummed. From somewhere deeper inside the house came a faint ticking, probably the grandfather clock near the formal stairs. Outside, a crow called once from the wall by the service court.

No mother.

No father.

No Miss Hanna.

Miss Hanna had been gone for nine months, but Jack still thought her name sometimes before he could stop himself. She had not been family. That was what his father had said after she left. She had been staff. Staff could be replaced. Staff could be thanked and dismissed. Staff did not require grief.

Jack had learned not to ask where she went.

He put his school bag on one of the kitchen chairs and opened the refrigerator.

There was food inside. That was the part that made hunger feel stupid.

Cold roast chicken under plastic wrap. A bowl of grapes no one had washed. A wedge of expensive cheese. Three jars of olives. Half a lemon. A plate of something with sauce congealed at the edges. A carton of milk. A small dish of strawberries arranged with mint leaves, already softening into collapse.

Food everywhere.

Nothing for him.

He stood there with the cold air spilling over his knees and tried to decide which thing would cause the least trouble if someone noticed it missing.

The chicken was too obvious. The strawberries belonged to his mother or had once been meant to. Cheese required a knife. His father hated crumbs in the kitchen unless he had made them.

Jack took three grapes and closed the door.

He ate them one at a time, standing near the sink.

The first was soft. The second was sour. The third had a tiny split in the skin and tasted faintly of the refrigerator.

He swallowed anyway.

On the counter near the phone was a piece of stationery with his mother’s handwriting on it. The paper had the family crest at the top, a ridiculous little shield his father had paid someone to find in a European archive, though Miss Hanna once said quietly that people found whatever they paid enough to find.

Vivian Ostermeier had written only half a sentence.

Tell Orville that I cannot—

The pen mark trailed off. A dark drop had fallen beside the last word and dried there. Not blood. Wine, probably. Or whiskey. Something amber that had spread into the fibers of the expensive paper.

Jack touched the edge of the note but did not pick it up.

Cannot what?

Cannot come down.

Cannot attend.

Cannot live like this.

Cannot be good.

Adults liked to stop sentences before they became useful.

He turned away from the counter and walked into the hall.

The main floor of the house was cooler than the kitchen. The air-conditioning worked hardest in the rooms guests saw. His father said it was wasteful to cool the service spaces too much because people who worked for a living should not expect comfort while working. Miss Hanna had not answered when he said that. She had only placed Jack’s lunch in front of him and put one hand briefly on the back of his chair.

The hall held the smell of polish and old wood. Family portraits watched from the walls in heavy frames. Men with pale faces and hard mouths. Women seated beside tables, hands folded or holding books they did not appear to be reading. Jack had once asked his mother which ones were real relatives.

“All of them,” she had said.

His father had said, “Enough of them.”

Jack had not understood the difference then.

He did now.

Enough meant useful.

In the sitting room, one curtain had been torn halfway from its brass ring. The rest hung perfectly. A vase lay on the floor near the fireplace, the flowers spilled across the rug. White roses. His mother hated white roses because they browned too obviously at the edges. His father ordered them anyway because he said they looked correct in the room.

A chair had been pushed back from the low table. Not knocked over. Pushed. The cushion still held the shallow impression of someone’s weight.

On the table were two glasses.

One empty.

One broken.

Jack stopped in the doorway.

He listened.

The grandfather clock ticked in the hall behind him. Somewhere above, the house settled with a soft wooden click. Air moved through the vents.

Then he heard a sound from the back of the house.

Not a voice.

A hard, brief noise, like something striking wood.

Jack’s body went still before his mind did.

He knew where it had come from.

The cellar door.

He did not move for several seconds. Then he stepped back into the hall and looked toward the rear passage.

The house had two staircases. The formal one curved upward from the front hall, polished and wide, with a runner that muffled footsteps and a banister dark enough to reflect faces in pieces. The service stair stood behind the kitchen, narrow and steep, for staff and emergencies and children who wanted not to be seen. The cellar stairs were different. They were behind a plain paneled door between the pantry hall and the old wine room, a door painted the same cream as the wall so guests rarely noticed it.

Jack always noticed it.

The cellar door stood open.

Only a few inches.

Enough for the smell to come out.

Cool stone. Dust. Old bottles. Damp wood. The faint mineral breath of a room below the house where sunlight had no rights.

Jack’s throat tightened.

The door was supposed to be closed.

Not locked. It had no lock on the outside. His father said locks were for people who lacked discipline. But the latch stuck. That had always been enough. When the door was shut, the house could pretend the cellar was only storage.

When it was open, the cellar became part of the house.

Jack took one step toward it.

Then another.

He heard his mother’s voice.

Low at first. Broken around the edges.

“Please don’t.”

Jack stopped.

His hand tightened around the strap of his school bag before he remembered he had left it in the kitchen. His shoulder still curled as if the weight were there.

A man answered.

His father.

Jack had not known Orville was home.

That was the first mistake of the day.

His father’s voice came from near the cellar door, quiet enough that the words did not travel cleanly. The tone did. Controlled. Thin. More dangerous than shouting. Orville Ostermeier shouted rarely because he believed volume was for men without command.

“You embarrass yourself,” he said.

“I said please.”

“You say a great many things when you drink.”

Jack moved closer without meaning to.

The hallway narrowed near the cellar door. To the left, the pantry shelves held labeled tins and glass jars in exact rows. To the right, the wine room door was closed. Ahead, the cellar door stood open, showing a slice of descending darkness and the first three steps.

Jack could see his mother’s hand on the door frame.

Just the hand.

Thin fingers. Wedding ring loose. Red polish chipped at the thumb.

She was standing out of sight around the corner, between his father and the stairs.

“You promised,” she said.

Orville laughed once.

Not because anything was funny.

“You are in no position to remember promises.”

“I won’t go tonight.”

“You were never going.”

“I’ll stay upstairs. I won’t speak to anyone.”

“That would be a refreshing change.”

His mother made a sound. It was small and wet and did not belong in the house.

Jack thought of leaving.

The thought came cleanly: go back to the kitchen, take the school bag, go upstairs by the service stair, close the bedroom door, take off the blazer, finish the homework for Latin, pretend the hallway did not exist.

He knew how to do that.

The house had trained him.

But then his mother said his name.

Not to him.

About him.

“Don’t do this in front of Jack.”

Orville went silent.

The hallway changed temperature.

Jack felt it happen. His father’s attention turned before his body did. It moved through the open space like a hand closing around the back of Jack’s neck.

He should have run then.

He did not.

Orville stepped into view.

He was still in his suit from the city. Dark blue, sharp shoulders, tie loosened but not removed. His hair was silver at the temples in a way strangers found handsome and Jack found suspicious, as if age had been allowed onto him only where it improved the design. One cuff was unbuttoned. There was a small wet mark near the front of his shirt, not large enough to be a spill.

His father looked at him without surprise.

That was worse than surprise.

“How long have you been standing there?”

Jack opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

“Answer me.”

“I just got home.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

Jack looked past him.

His mother stood with one hand on the wall and one hand pressed to the front of her robe. She was wearing the pale blue silk robe she used after baths or before parties, though it was too late in the day for one and too early for the other. Her hair had come loose from its pins. A dark bruise was forming high on one cheekbone, not fully visible yet, just a shadow becoming an event.

She looked at Jack and tried to smile.

That frightened him more than the bruise.

“Hello, darling,” she said.

Her voice was almost normal.

Almost.

Orville turned his head slightly. “Don’t.”

Vivian’s smile failed.

Jack looked down at the floor.

There was a smear near the cellar threshold. One of his mother’s slippers lay on its side by the wall. The other was still on her left foot.

His father followed his gaze.

“Go to your room,” Orville said.

Jack did not move.

The order was familiar. It should have worked. His body knew the route. Down the hall, left before the kitchen, service stairs, second floor, bedroom, door closed but not locked because locks were not permitted.

But his mother’s hand was shaking.

Not dramatically. Not like a woman in a film. The tremor moved through her fingers in small, mechanical bursts, as if something inside her wrist had come loose.

“Jack,” she said.

His father turned fully toward her.

“I told you not to speak.”

“He’s a child.”

“And whose fault is that?”

The sentence made no sense to Jack.

Adults said things that made no sense when they wanted the shape of cruelty more than meaning. He had learned that too.

Vivian drew herself up. It was a small movement. Almost nothing. But Jack saw what it cost her because one hand tightened on the wall and the skin around her mouth went white.

“He is a child,” she said again.

This time she sounded less afraid.

Orville stared at her.

The house held its breath.

“Still playing mother?” he asked.

Vivian flinched.

Jack did not understand why that sentence hurt her so much. He only saw that it did. A blow would have made more noise. This did not need to.

“I want him out of here,” she said.

“That is the first useful thing you’ve said all afternoon.”

“I mean away from you.”

The words landed in the hallway like broken glass.

Orville did not move at first.

Jack watched his father’s face. Nothing happened to it. No open anger. No sudden twist. If anything, it became calmer. The lines beside his mouth settled. His eyes emptied. It was a terrible thing, that calm. It made Jack think of the pool in winter when leaves floated on the surface and the water looked still enough to walk across.

Vivian saw it too.

She stepped back.

Her heel found the edge of the first cellar stair.

Jack saw the shift in her balance.

So did Orville.

He moved once.

A hand to her shoulder.

A hard push.

Not wild. Not rushed. Not a loss of control.

A decision.

Vivian fell backward through the open door.

Her hand struck the frame first. Fingernails scraped wood. One broke. The sound was small and bright. Then her shoulder hit the side wall. Then the rest of her went down the stairs.

It took longer than Jack expected.

A body did not fall like a dropped coat. It struck, turned, struck again. Wood answered each impact. The silk robe opened around her knees. Her hand reached for nothing. One foot kicked the stair rail. Then she disappeared below the line of the floor.

There was one final sound at the bottom.

Blunt.

Complete.

Then silence.

Jack had stopped breathing.

His father stood in the doorway with one hand still lifted from the push.

For a moment, he looked down into the cellar.

Not shocked.

Assessing.

That was the word Jack would not have then but would live long enough to earn. Orville looked into the darkness the way he looked at a damaged table, a failed contract, a servant who had spilled wine on a guest. Something had happened. Now it needed to be managed.

From below came a soft sound.

Not words.

A breath dragged across pain.

Vivian was alive.

Jack’s legs weakened so abruptly he had to put one hand against the wall. The plaster was cool. He pressed his palm flat to it and felt the house hold him upright.

Orville turned.

His eyes found Jack.

The calm remained.

“You saw nothing.”

Jack stared at him.

Below, his mother breathed again. The sound broke at the end.

“You saw nothing,” Orville repeated.

Jack’s mouth moved.

No sound.

His father crossed the hall in three steps and took him by the upper arm.

The grip was not hard at first. That was part of it. Orville did not need to bruise immediately. He had stages. Gentle first, if gentle could still be called that when it carried no kindness. Then pressure. Then pain. Then consequence.

Jack knew the sequence.

“I asked you a question.”

No, he had not.

That was another rule of the house. Orville could turn an order into a question after the fact, and Jack was responsible for answering both versions correctly.

“I didn’t,” Jack said.

His voice was thin.

“You didn’t what?”

“I didn’t see anything.”

Orville studied him.

The grip tightened.

Jack kept his face still because movement made adults curious.

“You came home,” Orville said. “You entered through the kitchen. You went upstairs. You did your schoolwork. Your mother had been drinking. She fell. She has been unsteady all week.”

From the cellar came a low moan.

Jack looked toward the open door before he could stop himself.

His father’s hand tightened enough to make pain flash down to his fingers.

“Look at me.”

Jack looked.

“She fell,” Orville said.

Jack swallowed.

“She fell,” he repeated.

“Because?”

“She was drinking.”

“Because?”

Jack did not know what answer belonged there.

Orville leaned closer. His breath smelled faintly of gin and mint.

“Because she is careless,” he said. “Because she does not understand consequence. Because she makes scenes and then expects other people to repair the damage.”

Jack nodded.

“You will not be damage I have to repair.”

“No, sir.”

His father released his arm.

The absence of the grip hurt almost as much as the grip had.

Orville turned back to the cellar door. He adjusted one cuff, buttoned it, then stepped to the threshold and looked down.

“Vivian,” he called.

No answer.

“Vivian.”

A sound came from below.

His father exhaled with irritation.

That was the thing Jack remembered most clearly later. Not the fall. Not the hand. Not the broken nail. Not the way his mother’s body had hit the last step. The irritation. His father sounded inconvenienced by her pain.

“Go upstairs,” Orville said without turning.

Jack stood where he was.

“Now.”

He moved.

Not quickly. Quickly looked like guilt. Slowly looked like defiance. Jack tried for the narrow middle speed that kept adults from naming what they disliked about him.

He walked down the hall toward the service stairs.

At the kitchen doorway, he stopped.

His school bag still sat on the chair. The grapes were gone from his hand, though he did not remember finishing them. On the counter, the half-written note remained where his mother had left it.

Tell Orville that I cannot—

He looked at it.

Then toward the cellar hall.

His father was speaking now, voice low. Jack could not hear the words. He heard only tone. Calm again. Efficient. The tone he used on the telephone when business had gone wrong but could still be made profitable.

Jack picked up his school bag.

The leather strap brushed the place where Orville had gripped his arm. He flinched, then hated himself for it.

He went up the service stairs.

Halfway up, he heard the cellar door close.

Not slam.

Close.

The latch caught after a brief hesitation.

That small sound traveled through the house.

Jack kept climbing.

His bedroom was on the second floor near the back, far enough from the master suite to give the appearance of privacy and close enough that his father could reach it without inconvenience. It had blue walls because Vivian had chosen them when he was five. They had been repainted twice since then, always blue, though the color had changed from soft to formal to something closer to gray. The furniture was expensive and too large for him. The bedspread was tucked with military precision by whoever still came twice a week to maintain the parts of the house guests did not inspect.

On his desk sat a Latin workbook, a geometry text, three sharpened pencils, and a note from school reminding parents about the winter charity recital.

Parents.

Plural words were often decorative.

Jack put his bag on the floor and took off his blazer. His fingers were clumsy with the buttons. He hung it on the back of the chair because throwing it would create evidence of feeling.

He stood in the middle of the room and listened.

Nothing.

The house had gone quiet again.

Not peaceful.

Rearranged.

That was how the house survived. It took whatever happened inside it and adjusted around the event until the event became one more closed room.

Jack crossed to the window.

From there, he could see the back lawn, the eucalyptus trees, and the treehouse beyond them. It stood high in the largest tree, half-hidden by branches, with a rope ladder pulled up and tied as he had left it that morning. Its small windows caught the late light. Miss Hanna had once helped him carry books up there in a basket. She had said every child deserved a place where adults had to ask permission to enter.

His father had laughed when Jack repeated that.

“Then she was a sentimental fool.”

Jack had not told Miss Hanna.

A car door closed outside.

He shifted behind the curtain and looked down.

His father had come out through the side entrance. He crossed the service court toward the garage with his jacket over one arm. He did not hurry. A man who had pushed his wife down the cellar stairs and then threatened his son not to speak should have moved differently, Jack thought. He should have looked altered. Marked. Divided from ordinary men by some visible sign.

He did not.

Orville Ostermeier walked across the service court like a man leaving for an appointment.

A few minutes later, one of the house phones rang.

Jack did not move.

It rang six times.

Stopped.

Then rang again.

On the third call, Jack left his room and walked to the landing. The hallway upstairs was empty. He descended the formal staircase because he could see more from there. The sitting room remained torn and spilled. The broken glass still glittered near the table. The cellar hall was out of view.

The phone rang in the kitchen.

He picked it up.

“Ostermeier residence.”

His voice sounded like a smaller imitation of his father’s.

“Jack?” It was his father. “Put the receiver down and listen.”

Jack said nothing.

“The doctor will arrive in twenty minutes. You will tell him your mother was alone when you came home. You heard her call from the cellar. You found her at the bottom of the stairs. You called me at the office.”

Jack looked at the half-written note on the counter.

“You understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What did you see?”

He closed his eyes.

Nothing made darkness easier.

“Nothing.”

“What happened?”

“Mother fell.”

“Why?”

Jack opened his eyes.

The note blurred at the edges.

“She was drinking.”

A pause.

“Good.”

The line clicked dead.

Jack held the receiver to his ear until the empty sound became too loud. Then he returned it to the cradle.

He went to the cellar door.

He did not open it.

He stood with his hand an inch from the knob and listened.

At first, nothing.

Then a faint breath.

His mother was still alive down there.

That knowledge entered him cold.

He could open the door. He could go down. He could sit with her. He could say he was sorry, though he did not know for what. He could tell her he had seen. He could tell her he would not lie. He could be the kind of child Miss Hanna had seemed to believe he was when she looked at him too gently.

He did none of those things.

He stood outside the closed cellar door and practiced.

“Mother fell.”

No.

“My mother fell.”

Better.

“My mother had been drinking, and she fell.”

That sounded like something an adult would believe because it already believed itself.

He said it twice more.

By the time the doctor arrived, Jack could say it without shaking.

The doctor’s name was Dr. Kellerman. He had been to the house before for his mother’s headaches and his father’s blood pressure and one dinner party where a woman from Brentwood fainted near the pool after mixing champagne with pills she claimed were for nerves. Dr. Kellerman wore a tan suit and carried a black leather bag polished at the corners. He smelled like aftershave and car leather.

He looked at Jack for less than a second.

“Where is she?”

“The cellar,” Jack said.

Dr. Kellerman’s eyes moved toward the hall.

Jack added, “She fell.”

The doctor paused.

“Where is your father?”

“At the office.”

“Did you call him?”

“Yes.”

“Did he call me?”

“Yes.”

Dr. Kellerman studied him now.

Not with suspicion exactly. More like fatigue. Like he was looking at the first page of a document he already knew how to file.

“Show me.”

Jack led him to the cellar door.

He opened it.

The smell came up stronger now.

Stone. Dust. Broken wine. Something coppery beneath it.

Jack stepped back.

Dr. Kellerman went down with his bag.

Jack stayed at the top of the stairs because no one had told him to follow.

From below came the doctor’s voice.

“Vivian. Can you hear me?”

A low sound.

“Don’t try to move.”

The bag opened. Metal clicked. Fabric shifted.

Jack looked at the stair rail.

There was a red mark on the third spindle.

Not much.

Just enough.

He reached out and touched it with one finger.

It came away dark.

He wiped it on the inside seam of his trousers.

Then he went still because he realized what he had done.

Evidence.

He did not know that word the way he would later. Not fully. But he knew the idea. A thing that remained after the story was supposed to move on.

He looked down at the smear on his finger, now thinned across the fabric.

Then he folded his hand into a fist.

Dr. Kellerman came back up ten minutes later.

“She needs X-rays,” he said.

Jack nodded because nodding sometimes made adults continue.

The doctor shut the cellar door halfway behind him. Not fully. Vivian was still below, and leaving it open was probably kinder. The half-open door looked worse than either choice.

“You found her?”

“Yes.”

“At the bottom?”

“Yes.”

“Was she conscious?”

Jack hesitated only long enough to make the answer appear remembered.

“A little.”

“Did she say anything?”

Jack thought of his mother’s hand on the wall.

He is a child.

“No.”

Dr. Kellerman looked at him.

Jack looked back.

The doctor’s face did not change, but something in his eyes lowered. Not belief. Not disbelief. Recognition of the cost of either.

“Your father said she had been drinking.”

“Yes.”

“Had she?”

“Yes.”

That part was true.

Truth, Jack was learning, could help a lie stand upright.

Dr. Kellerman sighed.

“I’ll call for an ambulance privately. No sirens.”

Jack did not know there were private ambulances. Of course there were. There was a quiet version of everything if a man like Orville paid enough.

“Should I get her robe?” Jack asked.

The doctor blinked, as if remembering Jack was a child.

“No. Stay in the kitchen.”

Jack went to the kitchen.

He sat at the table with his hands folded in front of him.

The old plate of dried egg remained on the island. The broken sentence remained near the phone. His school bag leaned against the chair leg. Outside, the late light turned the service court gold, then amber, then gray. Men came through the side entrance with a stretcher and no urgency in their movements. They went to the cellar. They came back with his mother strapped beneath a blanket, face pale, eyes half-open but not seeing anything that mattered.

Jack stood as they carried her past.

Her gaze moved once.

It touched him without holding.

Then she was gone.

Dr. Kellerman followed the stretcher out. At the door, he looked back.

“You should eat something.”

Adults were always saying that after they failed to do anything useful.

Jack said, “Yes, sir.”

The door closed.

The house settled.

No mother.

No father.

No doctor.

No ambulance siren.

No official noise.

Only the kitchen and the note and the cellar door and the first dark knowledge that the house could swallow a crime before dinner.

Jack waited until he heard the vehicle leave the drive.

Then he went to the refrigerator and opened it.

Cold air spilled out.

Chicken. Grapes. Cheese. Olives. Milk. Strawberries. Half a lemon.

Food everywhere.

Nothing for him.

He took the plate of roast chicken because after what had happened, the rules had lost their edges for a while. He ate with his fingers standing at the counter. The chicken was cold and dry. He swallowed too quickly and nearly choked.

A bit of meat caught in his throat.

For one second, panic rose in him, hot and childish.

Then it passed.

He drank milk from the carton.

His father would have struck him for that if he saw.

His father was not there.

Jack wiped the carton with a dish towel, returned it to the refrigerator, and stood with the door open until the cold began to hurt his shins.

Then he closed it.

The house did not change.

That was the worst part.

The chair remained pushed back in the sitting room. The broken glass remained where it had fallen. The white roses browned on the rug. The cellar door stayed half-open. The family portraits watched. The air-conditioning hummed in the guest rooms. The fountain outside continued lifting water into the air and letting it fall back into the same basin, over and over, as if repetition could clean anything.

Jack went back to the cellar hall.

He looked down at the third spindle.

The red mark was still there.

Smaller now because he had touched it.

Still there.

He went to the pantry, found a damp cloth near the sink, and wiped the spindle until the wood looked only polished and dark.

Then he rinsed the cloth.

Then he rinsed it again.

Then he placed it at the bottom of the laundry chute because that was where stained things went when the house wanted them removed by morning.

After that, he climbed the stairs to his room.

He did his Latin.

He wrote answers in careful, even script.

Amo. Amas. Amat.

I love.

You love.

He, she, it loves.

The words looked ridiculous on the page.

He finished the exercise anyway.

At seven-thirty, the phone rang again.

Jack answered from the upstairs hall.

His father said, “How is your homework?”

“Almost done.”

“Your mother will stay at the clinic overnight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“She fell.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The doctor understands that.”

Jack said nothing.

“Jack.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This family survives because we do not invite strangers into private rooms.”

Jack looked toward the dark hall behind him.

Toward all the closed doors.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.”

His father paused.

Then, almost as an afterthought, “There’s food in the house.”

The line went dead.

Jack returned the receiver to its cradle.

He stood in the upstairs hallway for a long time.

The house around him contained thirty-two rooms if he counted the cellar.

Thirty-one if he did not.

That night, Jack counted them again.

He started with the guest rooms, because guests were the easiest people to imagine safe. Then the formal rooms. Then service spaces. Then closets large enough to hide inside. Then bathrooms. Then his room. His mother’s room. His father’s study. The sitting room where the roses lay. The kitchen where the note waited beside the phone.

He did not count the cellar.

Then he did.

Thirty-two.

The number changed depending on whether truth was allowed inside the house.

Jack lay awake under the blue-gray ceiling of his bedroom and listened for his father’s car. It did not come for hours. He listened for his mother, though she was gone. He listened for Miss Hanna’s soft steps, though she would never again come to his door with a sandwich wrapped in wax paper and tell him not to grow too used to hunger just because adults confused it with discipline.

No one came.

No one opened his door.

No one asked what he had seen.

By midnight, Jack understood that the question no longer mattered.

The house had already answered for him.

He had seen nothing.

His mother had fallen.

His father had gone to the office.

The cellar had closed.

The doctor had understood.

Jack turned onto his side and faced the window. Outside, the treehouse sat black against the darker trees. It looked impossibly far from the house, though he knew exactly how many steps it took to reach it.

One hundred and twelve from the kitchen door if he walked straight.

One hundred and thirty if he avoided the patch of gravel that made noise.

He counted those too.

Then, after a while, he counted the stairs to the cellar.

Fourteen to the landing.

Six more after the turn.

Twenty total.

Enough for a body to become an accident.

Enough for a boy to become a witness.

Enough for a witness to learn silence before anyone had to teach him the word.
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Chapter 2

San Antonio, Texas 1981
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Culebra Terrace woke before the sun because heat did not wait for morning.

It was still dark when the first door opened on the second floor and the woman in 2C came out with her shoes in one hand and her work blouse unbuttoned at the throat. She carried a plastic grocery bag with her lunch inside it and moved carefully past the sleeping boy on the walkway, stepping over his legs without looking down. The boy did not wake. Children at Culebra Terrace learned to sleep through footsteps, shouting, televisions, bottles breaking, babies crying, police radios, men laughing too late, women calling names from windows, and the long metal complaint of the stair rails whenever someone heavy leaned on them.

Heat stayed in the concrete after dark.

It came up through the floors and held itself in the walls, in the stairwells, in the thin metal frames around the windows. It lived under mattresses and inside closets and behind the refrigerator, waiting for people to stop moving so it could settle over them properly. Fans helped only by moving the heat from one side of a room to another. Window units dripped onto cracked walkways and coughed cold air into apartments whose doors did not seal right. In summer, everyone at Culebra Terrace slept uncovered except the old women, who still pulled sheets over their knees because a body that had survived enough years stopped trusting comfort when it arrived too easily.

Caldero was awake before his father.

That almost never happened.

His father slept with one arm across his face on the couch, work pants still on, boots on the floor where he had kicked them loose sometime after midnight. His shirt had dark half-moons beneath the arms even in sleep. One hand hung off the cushion, fingers open toward the linoleum as if he had dropped something and meant to pick it up before exhaustion took him sideways. He had come home smelling of grease, cigarettes, and asphalt. Road crew work, when there was work. Loading work, when there wasn’t. Anything that paid in cash, when cash was the only language the month still listened to.

Caldero lay on a thin mattress on the floor between the couch and the kitchen table.

His younger cousin Manny slept beside him, one knee dug into Caldero’s thigh, mouth open, breath sour from the sweet bread he had stolen before bed. Two little girls slept head-to-foot on another mattress near the wall, their hair spread over the sheet like black thread. In the bedroom, his mother and grandmother were awake already. He could hear them without seeing them: drawers opening, plastic bags rustling, hangers clicking against one another, his grandmother’s low voice moving in prayer or argument. Sometimes those sounded the same before dawn.

The apartment had two bedrooms if someone from the housing office came to count.

It had one bedroom if privacy counted.

It had no rooms at all if everyone was home.

Caldero knew how many people could fit in each part of it before the air changed. The couch could hold his father if no one sat at the foot. The table could hold six if no one minded knees touching and eight if someone stood. The hallway outside the bathroom could hold two children waiting and one adult angry about it. The kitchen could hold his mother, his grandmother, and one person useful enough to be allowed near the stove. Everyone else became in the way.

In Culebra Terrace, being in the way was the natural condition of children.

He turned his head slightly and looked toward the window.

The curtains were made from an old sheet his mother had cut and hemmed by hand. They did not quite cover the glass. Through the gap, he could see the courtyard below, not fully, only the broken square of it between buildings. The light over the laundry room flickered. It had been flickering for three weeks. Someone from maintenance had come to look at it with a ladder and a clipboard, then gone away. After that, the light worked when it wanted to and failed when it pleased.

The courtyard was empty except for two shopping carts near the dumpster and a dog asleep beneath the slide.

The dog belonged to no one and everyone. Children fed it tortilla scraps and sometimes pieces of hot dog from plates left unattended during cookouts. Adults called it ugly, cursed it when it knocked over trash, then put bowls of water out when the heat got bad. It had one ear torn short and a habit of lifting its head before cars turned into the lot, as if it heard engines before the street did.

This morning, even the dog slept.

Caldero listened.

His mother said, “I told you the blue bag is for the papers.”

His grandmother said, “You told me nothing.”

“I told everybody.”

“You think because words come out of your mouth they arrive where they belong.”

A drawer closed too hard.

His mother lowered her voice. “Mamá.”

“What?”

“You want them awake?”

“They should be awake. We leave before the sun climbs up and kills us.”

“We don’t leave until Rafael comes.”

“Then we leave late.”

“If we leave before Rafael, we have no car.”

“You see? Late.”

Caldero looked at his father’s hand on the couch.

His father did not move.

The Mexico trip had lived inside the apartment for two weeks before the bags came out. At first it was only talk over plates and ashtrays: who was going, who wasn’t, who could get time off, who had money for gas, who had papers, who had to be seen before she got worse, who had promised to come years ago and been forgiven too many times for breaking it. Then the talk became lists. Then envelopes. Then calls from pay phones. Then arguments about whether they would stop in Eagle Pass to see relatives on his father’s side or drive straight through and be done with everybody’s feelings at once.

They were stopping in Eagle Pass.

That had been decided by the loudest people in two houses and one person on a phone line that cut in and out so badly everybody kept repeating the same insults.

Caldero had never been that far.

He had been across San Antonio in buses and borrowed cars, had seen downtown lights once when his mother took him with her to clean an office building after another woman did not show up, had stood near the River Walk and watched people laugh over water as if water itself had been hired to entertain them. He knew the west side. He knew Culebra. He knew the corner store with bars over the windows and a bell over the door. He knew the laundromat that smelled of bleach, hot lint, and old machines. He knew the church with the cracked Virgin statue near the entrance and the priest who said children should sit still while his own hands never did. He knew the bus stop with no shade, the drainage ditch, the liquor store, the yard where a man kept three roosters and one chained dog that hated everyone equally.

Mexico was a word adults used with different voices.

His grandmother said it like a prayer.

His mother said it like obligation.

His father said it like distance.

His uncle Rafael said it like a place where things could be handled cheaper.

Caldero had not decided how to say it yet.

The bedroom door opened.

His mother came out carrying a stack of folded clothes against her chest. She moved carefully, trying not to step on anyone, though she still nudged Manny with her toe when his arm blocked the path.

“Manny,” she whispered. “Move.”

Manny groaned and rolled into Caldero.

His mother looked down. “Mateo.”

Caldero kept still.

She knew he was awake anyway.

“Don’t play dead. I can hear you thinking.”

He opened his eyes fully.

His mother stood above him in a sleeveless blouse and a skirt she wore when there would be relatives judging her. Her hair was pinned badly because she had done it in the dark. One curl had already escaped near her temple. She looked tired in the way adults looked when sleep had visited but not helped. There was flour on one forearm and a small burn near her wrist from the comal. Her eyes moved from him to Manny to the girls to his father on the couch, counting without seeming to.

His mother counted people constantly.

In stores. At bus stops. At church. In parking lots. At family gatherings. She counted heads and bags and doors and coins and minutes left before something became late enough to cost them. Caldero had learned to notice counting before he learned why it mattered.

“Get up,” she said softly. “Abuela needs room.”

“I’m up.”

“You’re lying down.”

“I’m awake.”

“That is not the same thing.”

He sat.

The room shifted around him, a small rearrangement of bodies and heat. Manny made a sound and stole more of the sheet. His father breathed once through his nose but did not wake.

His mother handed Caldero a pair of socks.

“Put those in the brown bag.”

“Whose?”

“Yours if they fit. Manny’s if they don’t. Clothes are clothes.”

Caldero took them.

His grandmother came out behind her carrying a shoebox full of folded papers, rosaries, loose photographs, a prescription bottle, and one envelope of money wrapped twice with rubber bands. She was small and square and moved with a limp she refused to acknowledge because acknowledging a thing gave other people permission to speak about it. Her hair was braided down her back, silver and black together. She wore house slippers and a dress with blue flowers faded nearly white from washing.

She saw Caldero sitting up and pointed at him with the shoebox.

“You. Wash your face.”

“I just woke up.”

“You think dirt sleeps?”

He stood.

His grandmother looked toward the couch. “And wake your father.”

Caldero looked at his mother.

His mother gave a tiny shake of the head.

His grandmother saw that too. She saw everything that happened inside rooms and much less outside them, which Caldero had once thought was strange and now understood as age choosing its territory.

“Fine,” his grandmother said. “Let him sleep until the car arrives and then he can shout at time like time is one of his brothers.”

His mother said, “Mamá.”

“He will.”

“He worked late.”

“Everyone works late. Only men need parades for it.”

Caldero carried the socks to the brown paper grocery bag near the kitchen wall. It already held shirts, underwear, a towel, a plastic comb missing three teeth, Manny’s shorts, and one shoe with no partner. He added the socks and looked for the other shoe.

There were shoes everywhere.

By the door. Under the table. Near the stove. In the corner beside the fan. Adult shoes, child shoes, sandals, work boots, one church shoe polished for a foot that would not be wearing it until Sunday if anyone remembered to bring the other. Caldero knew which shoes meant which adult had arrived before he heard voices. His father’s boots had cracked brown leather and laces dark from oil. Rafael wore pointed shoes when he wanted to look successful and sneakers when he wanted to move quietly. His mother’s work shoes had a split in one sole she covered with tape. His grandmother’s house slippers whispered but her church shoes struck the floor like verdicts.

Shoes told the truth before mouths did.

The bathroom door was shut. One of the girls had woken and gone in. Caldero could hear water run, stop, run again, stop too quickly because his grandmother shouted from the kitchen that water was not free just because it came out of the wall.

He waited by the door.

His father shifted on the couch.

“Coffee?” he muttered.

His mother did not turn from the stove. “When there is coffee.”

“There was coffee last night.”

“There was grounds last night. You want to chew them?”

His father opened one eye.

He saw Caldero standing near the bathroom and closed it again.

“Go to Lalo’s,” he said.

His mother looked over. “Now?”

His father rubbed one hand over his face. “Before everybody starts buying for the day.”

“We’re leaving.”

“Not without cigarettes.”

“You have some.”

“I have two.”

“That is some.”

“That is trouble.”

His mother muttered something under her breath.

His father pushed himself upright and reached into the pocket of the pants hanging over the chair. He pulled out folded bills, unfolded them slowly, counted, took one away, put it back, took another smaller one, and held it out.

“Mateo.”

Caldero went to him.

His father’s eyes were red at the edges. Not drunk red. Tired red. There was stubble along his jaw and dust in the crease at his throat. He smelled like sweat that had dried and been sweated through again.

“Lalo’s,” he said. “Two packs. Marlboro Reds. Matches if he has them. If he says he don’t sell to kids, tell him they’re for me and he can stop pretending he met God overnight.”

His mother said, “And milk.”

His grandmother said, “No milk from Lalo. It sits warm.”

His mother said, “Then evaporated.”

His father added, “And don’t let him short you.”

“I know.”

His father held the money back when Caldero reached.

“Look at me.”

Caldero looked.

“You come straight back. No games. No standing around.”

“I know.”

“I don’t care what you know. I care what you do.”

“Yes, sir.”

His father gave him the money.

His mother turned from the stove with a tortilla in one hand and worry in her face. “Take Manny.”

“No,” his father said.

“He can help carry.”

“He can slow him down.”

Manny, still pretending sleep, said, “I can hear you.”

His grandmother said, “Then hear yourself get up.”

Manny rolled over and covered his head.

Caldero put the money in his front pocket. Not back. Back pockets were for losing things or having things taken. Front pockets you could hold with your hand while walking.

His mother wrapped a tortilla around beans and folded it in a napkin.

“Eat on the way.”

“I’m not hungry.”

She looked at him.

He took it.

Hunger was not always the feeling that meant you needed food. Sometimes food was what adults gave when they had no time to give anything else.

He stepped over Manny, opened the door, and went out into the walkway.

The air outside was already warm.

Morning had not broken fully yet, but the sky over Culebra Terrace had gone from black to dirty blue. The security lights still burned over the stairwells, turning the concrete yellow in patches. Somewhere a radio played norteño low enough to sound like memory through walls. A baby cried in one apartment, stopped, began again angrier. A toilet flushed. A man coughed so hard in the building across the courtyard that someone shouted for him to die quieter.

Caldero closed the door gently behind him.

The walkway railing was rusted in spots where hands touched it most. Paint had peeled in long gray curls along the underside. He ran his fingers close to it but did not touch. There were places the metal would cut you if you forgot where you were. He walked past 2B, where Mrs. Paloma kept plants in coffee cans and one dead plant she watered anyway. Past 2A, where two brothers lived with their mother and played music too loud until somebody’s uncle pounded on the wall. Past the corner where someone had written a name in black marker and someone else had crossed it out with red.

From the second floor, he could see most of the courtyard.

Not all.

That mattered.

Culebra Terrace was built in blocks around open spaces adults called courtyards and children called where we are unless someone tells us not to be. The grass had died in the middle from feet, heat, and dogs. A metal slide stood near one end, too hot most afternoons to touch. The swing set had three chains and one seat. The laundry room sat under Building C with barred windows and a door that stuck if you did not pull up while pulling out. Beyond the dumpsters, a gap in the chain-link fence opened toward the alley because boys had bent it loose years ago and maintenance had repaired everything around it except the reason people used it.

Everybody knew the gap.

Adults cursed it and used it.

Children used it and denied knowing about it.

Caldero took the stairs down.

On the first landing, Mr. Peña from 1D sat in a folding chair with his shirt open and a cigarette already burning between two fingers. He was not old, but he sat like an old man, knees apart, stomach loose over his belt, eyes narrowed against smoke. He watched everything that passed within ten feet and almost nothing beyond that.

“Where you going, little man?”

“Lalo’s.”

“You bring me one of them coconut candies.”

“I don’t have money.”

“You got legs. Use charm.”

Caldero shrugged.

Mr. Peña laughed, coughed, spat into an empty beer can, and waved him down.

The courtyard smelled of damp concrete, trash, frying oil, laundry soap, and the sour metal smell that came from the dumpsters when the sun had not yet found them but yesterday’s heat still lived inside. Caldero crossed without hurrying. Hurrying made older boys notice you. Moving too slow made adults give you things to carry. The right speed let you pass.

Near the laundry room, a girl sat on the low wall with one foot on the concrete and one tucked beneath her. Her name was Elena, though some people called her Nena because her grandmother had and the name had outlived the grandmother. She was thirteen or fourteen, old enough that boys had started saying her name differently and young enough that women still told her to stop acting grown. She wore red shorts, white socks, and a yellow shirt with a faded cartoon cat on the front. Her hair was wet and combed straight back. A plastic laundry basket sat beside her.

Caldero had seen her before.

Everybody had seen everybody before.

That was one of the lies of Culebra Terrace. People thought familiarity meant knowledge. It did not. It only meant faces repeated until they felt safe.

Elena looked at him as he passed.

“You going to Lalo’s?”

“Yes.”

“Tell him my mother said the bleach he sold her was water.”

“You tell him.”

“I did. He said maybe your mother don’t know bleach from perfume.”

Caldero almost smiled.

Elena saw it and pointed at him. “Don’t laugh. He thinks he’s funny because he has a cash register.”

“He is funny.”

“He is bald.”

“That can be funny.”

She laughed once, then looked over his shoulder.

The laugh ended.

Caldero did not turn immediately.

That was something he had learned without anyone teaching him. If someone looked behind you and changed, you did not turn like a fool. You waited half a breath and let the space tell you what had entered it.

The dog under the slide lifted its head.

Mr. Peña stopped coughing.

A door opened in Building B and did not close.

Caldero turned.

A man stood near the bottom of the stairwell by Building C.

He wore a short-sleeved work shirt, pale gray or maybe blue washed too many times, tucked into dark pants. He had a clipboard under one arm and a ring of keys clipped to his belt. Not maintenance keys, Caldero thought immediately, though he did not know why. The keys looked too many and too clean. Maintenance men at Culebra Terrace carried keys on loops or in pockets or left them hanging from a finger while they cursed doors. This man wore them like part of a uniform.

He was not old. Not young. His hair was combed. His shoes were clean.

That was wrong too.

No one’s shoes stayed clean in Culebra Terrace unless they had just come from somewhere else or did not walk where everyone else walked.

The man looked up at the apartment numbers.

Not searching.

Performing search.

Caldero felt the difference before he understood it.

The man’s eyes moved from door to door, then to the laundry room, then to Elena. They stayed on her for less than a second too long. Not long enough for anyone to call it staring. Long enough for the dog to put its head back down but keep its eyes open.

Elena slid off the wall.

The man smiled.

It was not a bad smile. That made it worse. Bad smiles warned people. This one entered the courtyard already harmless.

“Morning,” he said.

Elena did not answer.

The man looked at Caldero.

“You live here?”

Caldero nodded once.

“Building C?”

“No.”

“Your mother home?”

Caldero said nothing.

Mr. Peña called from the stairwell, “What you need?”

The man turned with no hurry. “Housing office. Checking units.”

Mr. Peña squinted. “This early?”

“Trying to finish before the heat.”

That made sense.

People liked sense.

They stepped aside for it.

Mr. Peña took a drag from his cigarette and looked away first. “Office never finished nothing before heat in their life.”

The man smiled again, smaller this time, as if he appreciated being included in the joke.

“New schedule,” he said.

He turned back toward Elena. “You know if Mrs. Salinas is in 1C or 1B?”

Elena’s eyes flicked toward the building.

Caldero saw the answer move through her body before she spoke. She knew. She did not want to say. She also did not want to be rude to an adult with keys and a clipboard who had already been accepted by another adult as annoying but ordinary.

“1C,” she said.

“You sure?”

She nodded.

The man stepped toward her, not much. Half a step. Enough to make the space between them smaller while still looking like he had only shifted weight.

“Can you show me? These numbers are all scratched.”

The numbers were not scratched.

Caldero looked at the apartment doors.

1C had a brass number missing one nail so the C tilted downward. It was more readable than half the numbers in the complex.

Elena glanced toward Mr. Peña.

Mr. Peña was watching the street now.

A bus hissed somewhere beyond the buildings.

Caldero’s hand moved to the money in his pocket.

The man looked at him again.

Not angry.

Not warning.

Just seeing.

That was the worst thing about it. Caldero understood suddenly that the man had noticed him noticing. Noticed and stored it away without changing his face.

“Store boy,” the man said. “You better go before your mama thinks you got lost.”

It sounded friendly.

Elena picked up her laundry basket.

“I have to take this up,” she said.

The man reached for the basket. “I’ll carry it.”

“No.”

The word came too quickly.

Now everyone heard the wrongness.

Not enough.

Only enough to make the air tighten.

The man let his hand fall away as if she had embarrassed herself, not him.

“Suit yourself,” he said.

He turned toward the stairwell with the clipboard under his arm.

Elena lifted the basket and moved toward the stairs. Not the stairs near the man. The other side, longer way around.

Good, Caldero thought.

Then he hated that he had thought it like a grown person.

He kept walking.

At the gate, he looked back.

The man stood near 1C now, knocking lightly on the door. Elena was halfway up the other stairwell, laundry basket against her hip. Mr. Peña smoked. The dog watched. A woman in curlers came out of Building A and shouted for a child named Ceci to get inside and find her shoes. The courtyard resumed itself around the wrong thing until the wrong thing was only one more person with a reason to stand there.

Caldero went through the gap in the fence instead of the main sidewalk because it was faster and because no one could see him from the apartment once he crossed the parking lot.

The alley smelled of dust and old beer. Broken glass glittered near the wall. Someone had dumped a couch there two months ago, and now cats lived in it. Caldero stepped over a line of ants and came out onto the side street where the city widened enough for cars to pass without slowing.

Lalo’s store sat on the corner under a sign sun-faded to colors no one had chosen. The windows had bars. Posters for beer and lottery tickets filled the spaces between them. A pay phone hung outside with a cord twisted from use. Someone had burned something into the plastic shelf beneath it. Inside, the bell over the door made a tired metallic sound when Caldero entered.

Lalo stood behind the counter reading a newspaper.

He was bald in the way Elena had said, but not completely. Hair remained in a gray horseshoe around the back of his head, which made his forehead seem larger and more deliberate. He wore a white undershirt, suspenders, and a gold cross half-hidden in chest hair. He had known Caldero since Caldero was small enough to stand beneath the counter and steal gum if he was brave, which he never had been. Not because he was good. Because Lalo counted gum.

“What?” Lalo said without looking up.

“My father wants two Marlboro Reds.”

“Your father wants lots of things.”

“And matches.”

“Everybody wants matches. Nobody wants to pay for lighters.”

“And evaporated milk.”

Now Lalo looked up. “Your mother sending you too?”

“Yes.”

“That woman trusts you too much.”

“My father says you can stop pretending you met God overnight.”

Lalo stared at him.

Then he laughed so hard he had to put one hand on the counter.

“That man,” he said. “Tell him God and me agreed he pays what he owes before heaven opens a tab.”

He reached behind him for the cigarettes.

In 1981, Lalo did not ask if Caldero was old enough. He did not ask for a note. He did not ask whether a child should be carrying cigarettes through an alley before breakfast. The world had not yet learned to pretend concern was the same as protection.

He put two packs on the counter, then a small box of matches, then a can of evaporated milk.

Caldero gave him the money.

Lalo counted change into his palm.

Caldero counted it again.

“You think I cheat you?”

“Yes.”

Lalo smiled. “Good. Means you learn.”

A woman came in behind him and bought bread, aspirin, and one orange soda. A man came in, looked at the woman, looked at Caldero, bought nothing, and left. Lalo watched him through the barred window until he crossed the street.

“Go straight home,” Lalo said.

Caldero put the cigarettes and matches into the small paper bag with the milk.

“You hear me?”

“Yes.”

“Not through the alley.”

Caldero paused.

Lalo folded the newspaper. “I said not through the alley.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m old and ugly and I said so.”

That was not an answer.

It was the kind of answer adults gave when the real one had teeth.

Caldero went out the front door.

The sun had cleared the low roofs enough to put light on the street. Cars moved along Culebra in uneven bursts, engines coughing, brakes whining, radios competing at stoplights. A man sold newspapers from the median. Two women waited at the bus stop with uniforms folded over their arms and hair pinned up in scarves. A police cruiser passed without slowing.

Caldero walked the sidewalk.

The paper bag warmed quickly in his hand.

By the time he reached Culebra Terrace, the courtyard was busier. Children had spilled out from apartments half-dressed and loud. A boy rode a bicycle with no seat. Someone’s baby sat in a walker near an open door while an older girl fed it pieces of tortilla. Music came from two directions. The smell of frying onions had joined the smell of trash.

The man with the clipboard was gone.

Elena’s laundry basket was gone.

The dog had moved into the shade near the laundry room.

Mr. Peña’s folding chair sat empty.

Caldero stopped near the gate.

The courtyard looked ordinary again.

That did not make him feel better.

He went upstairs.

Inside, the apartment had become hotter and louder. Manny was crying because someone had packed the shirt he wanted to wear. One of the girls was standing on a chair while Caldero’s mother combed her hair too hard. His grandmother was wrapping tortillas in foil and muttering prayers against traffic, police, illness, envy, bad food, and men who thought directions were opinions. His father sat at the table with his coffee and one cigarette already lit from a pack he had not yet paid for himself.

Caldero put the bag on the table.

His father opened it.

“Change?”

Caldero gave it to him.

His father counted. “Lalo short you?”

“No.”

“Miracle.”

His mother took the evaporated milk. “Did you see the blue bag downstairs?”

“No.”

“Of course not. Why would anyone see what I need?”

Caldero looked toward the door.

His father saw.

“What?”

“There was a man.”

His mother did not turn. “There are always men.”

“By Building C.”

His father tapped ash into a saucer. “Maintenance?”

“He said housing office.”

“Then housing office.”

“He asked Elena where Mrs. Salinas lives.”

His mother said, “Which Elena?”

“The one in Building C. Red shorts.”

His grandmother crossed herself automatically, though nothing had been said yet that required God.

His father looked at Caldero over the cigarette.

“Why you watching girls?”

“I wasn’t.”

“Then why you know her shorts?”

“I saw.”

“That’s watching.”

Caldero felt heat move up his neck. “He asked her to show him.”

His mother’s comb stopped in the little girl’s hair.

The girl yelped because stopping hurt too.

His father said, “Show him what?”

“The apartment.”

“Did she?”

“No.”

“Then what is the story?”

Caldero opened his mouth.

The apartment waited half a second.

Then Manny cried louder from the bedroom because someone had found his shoes and they were not the ones he wanted. His grandmother shouted that no one was going to Mexico barefoot unless they planned to arrive as beggars. The little girl complained that the comb was pulling. His mother resumed working through the knot in her hair.

The half-second closed.

Caldero said, “Nothing.”

His father watched him a moment longer.

Then he pushed one cigarette pack across the table toward his shirt pocket and said, “Good. Keep nothing short.”

The day moved after that.

It moved too quickly and not quickly enough. Rafael arrived late in a brown station wagon with one bad door and a rosary hanging from the mirror. He brought two cousins no one had planned for and a cardboard box tied with twine that his wife said had to ride inside because the trunk leaked. His father argued about gas money. His mother argued about seating. His grandmother argued about everything because she believed confusion could be beaten back if you gave it enough instructions.

The sun climbed.

Culebra Terrace became loud enough to hide almost anything.

Caldero carried bags downstairs. Brown bag. Blue bag. Shoebox with papers, which his grandmother took back from him twice to check that the envelope was still there. Plastic sack with food. Another with clothes. A cooler with a cracked lid. Manny’s shoes, finally accepted under protest. His father’s extra shirt. His mother’s purse. A pillow someone said belonged to everybody and therefore nobody could complain about losing.

Each trip down the stairs showed him the courtyard again.

No man with a clipboard.

No Elena.

He saw her younger brother once, or thought he did, running near the dumpsters with a stick in his hand. He saw Elena’s mother in the laundry room doorway arguing with someone Caldero could not see. Or maybe it was not Elena’s mother. Women changed shape when seen through heat, distance, and hanging sheets.

He almost asked.

Then his father shouted from above, “Mateo! Move.”

He moved.

That evening, they did not leave.

Rafael said the car needed a belt.

His father said Rafael needed sense.

Rafael said sense did not fix belts.

His grandmother said this was what happened when men waited until the devil himself was awake to prepare a thing.

They would leave before dawn instead.

The apartment had to absorb
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